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Editorial
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Inside the reading room it’s me with her letters, pink and crinkly, thin as gift 
wrap. For months I scrunch my face at each one like a crossword, the 
sedative quality of  immersion, means no getting up, no water, no nothing, 
until shadows flood the carpet.  
It’s a skill, isn’t it, reading the letters of  others? No openings for conversations, 
no spying the author’s disapproving face, only licks and curls of  faded paper. 
No picking half-truths amongst the slanted lines, or shuffling papers 
into a stack both light and heavy. Be better, I tell myself. Be worthy of  this 
journey.  
Theresa Muñoz
Special Collections
This poem is about that clarifying pang 
when your tub of  school photos 
is your face, at a distance from your face 
and what it means, if  anything at all 
since memory works its cross-purposed way—
our brain’s northern garlic cloves
form our temporal lobe 
and without that synaptic alert I wouldn’t know 
my face in the elevator, rising to archives again,
white-gloved like a cartoon mouse. I rummage 
for the acetate square
with curled edges, gleaming as an ice pond 
mid-winter. This famous photo: 
thirty-eight girls from the school on the meadows,
     Muriel Spark’s chubby heart face
skimming pal Frances, fringe in a scissor-cut path, 
and the Brodie set who inspired that book, 
humble as flowers at the foot of  a wall. 
They’re all dead now—
even pale-lipped Miss Kay in her blue cloche hat, 
and some part rises and flips, snow prints 
on the playing green, flags sneakers afternoon, 
lining up to line up more, in these memories
we find our own faces easily, like a pin on a map. 
Like a bang, when you see your face again. like a bang, 
is my not-very-formed thought, on the hot bus
     swaying home,
I push my key into the lock, drop my bag on the floor, 
‘cause at some point we sail through the door 
to adulthood, and since we never learn 
 how to love ourselves
we love ourselves, trying to learn.
School on the links
Theresa Muñoz
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They say the average star forms from an accretion of  densities, performs
reactions whose excesses light millions of  years of  space. I ask at which
point star becomes space and space star if  light is atmosphere
  
    Clouds part with rain show at night above us celestial river. Think
    from here the depth of  night. Observe Zhinu’s bluewhite 25 light
    years away, the skyharp weaves sad notes staves space
They say if  big enough gravitational pull increases. New reactions
form new elements, new coat of  iron core. All other matter destroyed. I
see compulsion, strain of  movement, circling, accretion
    It is not ordinary, this night. Magpies span water. Earth-bound,
    girls invoke the seamstress, request virtue, speech, appearance,
    gong. Thrown high white powder quickens the dark. Is gone
They say a star bigger than our own reaching its end becomes so dense matter
turns in on itself. I see dissolution, continuation in unconnected space. I ask
of  star and space, space, star, and light as atmosphere
    Keen through motley wings bluewhite light hardened tears
    crack the sky’s glaze into Ru-work. Loom-lost Zhinu 
    does not hear earth, sees dark
They see a pin-prick possibility the core survives. Waves shock galaxies
excess turns antimatter, a gaping maw. I ask or choke this black hole: which
one the atmosphere and which star
    Night dew jades bluewhite. Autumn-gold winds net meteors
    starlit in waves, fade between constellations. Reflect below
    the too-fast riverrun tumbledown magpies
Heather Yeung
Song Of The Sevens
for two voices, Mid-Autumn festival
after 秦觀
They say the average star forms from an accretion of  densities,
performs reactions whose excesses light millions of  years of  space
    It rains this autumn festival. River sobs wingflaps
    of  a single swan. Shine through the thousand magpies
    two. Cowherd—weaver. Man—mistress of  the gong
They say when big enough gravitational pull increases. New 
elements coat the core. In orbit destruction matters, implodes
    The stars are imperfect. We sink into river cannot
    see sun. All gong fails in hands moving fast
    apart where touch disintegrates matter
They say at no point does star become space, space star. At no point
is light atmosphere. I ask
    No matter without bodies fate is still  朝
	 	 		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 朝
	 	 		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 暮
	 	 		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 暮
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Ah. So we know night lengthens until the
                            gloss over
subjunctive mood of  sky’s neither by eye
                           [[never let
or other eye or otherwise to be           a matte fin
                           ish pass in 
borne. Flame licks up, after a fashion. A          season] and
                           it outwits
gainst moon- + sun- rise, fires. Light to light a   you] the scene
like abune it aa, nor howe nor keek, as            [what we were
                           here for aft
ae lang drawn oot accession tae th’ due             er all ] out
                           with | wait  [the
proprieties or whit’s expectit o                 white out’s be
                           hind tight closed
th’ policies by nicht or day : licht                eyes [each year
                           there’s λs
or mirknin, aamaist  forgotten in a                more lengthy
                           than you re
blo th’ strain + brightness breaks to calm, birds         call ] for now]
no more in shocked prayer for obscurity.             blink and for
                           get again 
Whiles, dancers with due merriment may dance      in full free
                           fall  
+ here we know not lengthens until the
Simmerdim
for two voices, Johnsmas
Heather Yeung
Hot air blows the song across the length
Of  our Barracks quarters’ corridor;
 ‘African Woman go dance...
She go dance fire dance’ Fela invokes
As our neighbor, Mama Odion’s lace wrapper clad hips,
Curved and winging like a thunderbird, takes flight
Into a storm of  celebratory deluge and from
Our kitchen directly across the block, mother
Joins the chorus of  swaying hips, the scents from 
Both kitchens mingling in a heavily flavoured tangle of  
Wet heat like lovers sharing a hot aromatic kiss
And as the song explodes into one of  Fela’s percussion infused
Interludes, the women undulate a duet of  rhythmic jigging, a 
Spectacular easy wandering to joy. Elsewhere, the beagle blows 
Its monotone routine, soundtrack for this barrack living. Oblivious, 
Their bodies steeped in this blood curdled whole hearted effusion of
Movement, echoes of  a history written in tribal drumming. It was in my 
Mother’s kitchen I learned that in melanin, everything is a vibe.
Jakky Bangkong-Obi
Nostalgia in Vibe
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When you left for Edinburgh
your mythology grew in the family’s air;
my horizon would not stretch as far as yours
imagination tried to see your geography.
I joined you when you were packing, at the end 
of  your studies. Astonished to see your closet filled
so much greys and navy. I learned 
your truth owns no anthem nor coat of  arms. 
Coming home you thought the island grew impatient
waiting but we counted every long hour
for the return of  your brown face 
and cold wits screened in your cardigan.
Last Summer in Scotland
Amílcar Sanatan
for Marcus
The theatre is full. No admission has been charged, for the simple reason 
that no one has any money, or even anything in their pockets to barter. A 
few days ago, the oboist Ksenia Matus sent her instrument to be repaired 
for the first of  the three rehearsals. Just bring me a kitten, the instrument 
maker said when they tried to agree on some form of  payment, they’re 
tastier than hens. The audience comprises the Army top brass, Party 
bigwigs, city authorities and whoever else has somehow managed to lay 
claim to a seat. The musicians’ frock coats are stuffed with newspapers 
not because of  the cold—although the past winter had already killed off  
thousands—but to fill them out in a way their famished bodies cannot. The 
rest of  the audience, apart from the officials, have dressed up as best they 
can, and this might mean anything: hardened men have been seen wearing 
ladies’ coats this winter, or endless layers of  clothing in assorted colours. 
The conductor is Karl Eliasberg and he climbs onto the podium in rags. 
Three of  his musicians have starved to death before they could even make 
the premiere. It is summer and it is cloudy; anyone who doesn’t have access 
to a radio can go out and listen to the concert on the street corners, where 
loudspeakers have been hung. The summer is marked by an unbearable 
stench; the bodies can’t be collected fast enough. They are piled up every 
few blocks, not before being thoroughly searched for anything that might 
be of  value. Everything is valuable there in Leningrad, where the Germans 
have had the city surrounded for almost a year. Of  the original orchestra 
only fifteen members remain, the rest decimated by hunger, bullets or the 
cold. Their replacements were recruited by whatever means possible. In 
fact, any musicians fighting on the front line were obliged to sign up for 
the orchestra.
The theatre is full. No admission has been charged as all the attendees 
are there by strict invitation, and those not invited can neither pay nor offer 
anything in exchange, apart from their unconditional loyalty to a cause that 
the concert organisers and musicians know is lost because the programme 
includes Bruckner’s Symphony No. 5, the code and watchword for when 
there is nothing left to defend. Once the performance is over, audience 
members are offered a cyanide capsule—free of  charge, naturally. The 
orchestra are dressed in immaculate suits. Indeed, everything is immaculate. 
Only three musicians have committed suicide. A bassoon, a double bass 
and a violin. All those in attendance occupy a state of  certainty that only a 
triumph as unexpected as it is impossible can breach. In the streets, people 
(Excerpt from A Musical Offering, translated by Fionn Petch))
Wars
Luis Sagasti
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are sifting through rubble in search of  anything that might come in useful. 
Albert Speer has ordered that the electricity supply be restored to Berlin 
for a few hours so the city philharmonic can perform a programme that, 
aside from Bruckner, also includes Beethoven’s Violin Concerto and the 
end of  Wagner’s Twilight of  the Gods, the scene of  Brünnhilde’s immolation. 
Outside the theatre, the women know it’s only a matter of  days before 
they’re raped by the near one million Russians who are just fifty kilometres 
away; their only hope is to seduce a high-ranking officer, and even then, 
who knows.
Shostakovich begins composing his Seventh Symphony in Leningrad. 
He wants to sign up for the front line but the Party considers him too 
valuable and only allows him to take a role as a fire fighter, and it’s in a 
fireman’s helmet that he appears on the cover of  Time in 1942 when his 
symphony crosses the Atlantic on microfilm and is performed in New 
York, conducted by Toscanini. In December, the authorities finally oblige 
him to flee the city, together with his family, and head for Moscow.
The Germans choose not to make a final assault on Leningrad—they’re 
not prepared to support a city of  three million inhabitants in the event of  
victory—but rather to surround it and leave nature to do what it does best. 
And when nothing separates us from nature, a kind of  slippage takes place. 
First the adults begin to behave like adolescents, then like children, and 
later like gods, until they reach the age of  one year old, when walking and 
stumbling are one and the same. So everyone is aged one here. But we are 
not all equal when it comes to hunger and cold; those who transcend their 
animal condition are the ones who save us in the end.
There are cries that don’t seem human, out there in the Leningrad 
night, there are cries that aren’t human in the nights that now surround 
Berlin, waiting for time to grant them their turn: the howls that come from 
the future sound like a muffled storm. In less than four days, the Russians 
are at the Brandenburg Gate. Three million babies in search of  a lullaby, 
of  a scrap to fill their stomachs, of  a bedtime story so they can finally 
sleep and stop thinking about those bodies piled in the street they’d cut the 
buttocks from in order to put something in their bellies. The snow hushes 
all sounds. Death steals the thickness from silence in the Leningrad winter, 
a silence that could sharpen knives in the Berlin night.
In March 1942 the Seventh Symphony has its premiere in Samara, 
the provisional capital of  the USSR should Moscow fall. We are 1,700 
kilometres south-east of  Leningrad, safe from everything, and it will 
be performed by the Bolshoi Theatre orchestra, conducted by Samuil 
Samosud. The symphony is triumphant from the get-go, as if  it were 
already concluding, a kind of  spell like that cast by fans when they yell 
Goal! before the player has taken the corner. Two minutes in, things calm 
down a little, a transverse flute establishes a bit of  order, as if  appealing 
for patience. At one point a rather silly motif  is heard that paraphrases the 
aria ‘You’ll Find Me at Maxim’s’ from the operetta The Merry Widow, one of  
Hitler’s favourites. It’s a march, with the snare drum marking the pace, and, 
like in Ravel’s Bolero, as the theme repeats the intensity increases. The theme 
of  this section is ‘invasion.’ The climax is intense and very low-pitched. 
Socialist realism brought to a crystalline state of  perfection; this time the 
authorities don’t demand the usual explanations from the composer, who 
always has one foot in Siberia after his decadent, bourlaggeois opera Lady 
Macbeth. Musicians are essential when death is approaching, and it is neither 
easy nor appropriate to ignore them. And if  you’re not convinced, take a 
look at the concentration camps: every barracks had someone who knew 
how to sing, a musician who could transport the prisoners back home. This 
happened to a Jewish man by the name of  Svetliza who, before entering 
that endless loop of  delirium known as Auschwitz, had been a well-known 
theatre impresario in Vienna. Svetliza was deeply moved when another 
prisoner sang a popular opera aria one night of  heavy rain in the barracks. 
He asked the man if  he knew any others. The prisoner did not, with the 
predictable exception of  the melody to O sole mio. He sang quite well, 
mostly popular songs with easy melodies. He’d worked in cabarets, and 
one night claimed to have made a gramophone recording, though no one 
in the camp seemed to have heard of  it. His name was Gleszer. Svetliza 
asked him if  he could repeat that aria, which he pronounced phonetically, 
having learned it by eye. Of  course, the man replied—in exchange for a 
piece of  bread I’ll sing whatever you like. No one has anything at all in a 
Lager at that time of  night, but Svetliza promised to give him part of  his 
next day’s rations if  he sang the song again. The man wouldn’t be swayed. 
No bread, no music. Svetliza understands that it’s better this way: now he 
has a reason to live until tomorrow.
On the long train journey to a prisoner of  war camp in Silesia, Olivier 
Messiaen became friends with a clarinettist by the name of  Henri Akoka. 
Resigned to an uncertain future, they discuss different aspects of  music. 
They talk of  rhythms and tempo. The rhythms of  Hindustan and Ancient 
Greece. The train carriage becomes a soundboard. One freezing night, 
the horror of  the camp fades away. There’s a green and purple curtain 
in the sky that furls and unfurls before the composer’s astonished gaze. 
Most extraordinary of  all is that the aurora borealis quite literally breaks 
the silence of  the snow: Messiaen can hear it, just as he had heard with 
complete clarity the music that was carried by the sunlight through the 
stained glass windows of  Sainte-Chapelle when he was a boy back in Paris. 
A northern lights made of  glass. The synaesthesia was total: the music 
caused him to see colours, and the colours, music. Those spilled colours 
against the frozen night sky mapped out, perhaps in its entirety, one of  the 
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greatest compositions of  the twentieth century: the Quartet for the End of  
Time.
‘I’ve seen a mighty angel coming down from heaven, wrapped in cloud, 
with a rainbow round his head. His face was like the sun, his feet like pillars 
of  fire.’ These are the lines from the Book of  Revelations that Messiaen 
used as an epigraph for the score of  the Quartet.
In the camp he met Carl-Albert Brüll, a guard who had been a lawyer 
before the war and who hated the Nazi regime. He got hold of  paper and 
pencil for Messiaen and found ways of  allowing him time to compose, by 
exempting him from certain duties. The Quartet was written in the camp 
latrines. Clarinet, piano, violin and cello. A combination of  timbres far 
from usual in chamber music. Indeed, very little about the piece is usual, 
including the fact they had no chance to rehearse, and the camp officers 
were sitting in the front row on the night of  the first performance, in the 
perishing cold. And they applauded. All this happened in January, 1941.
Messiaen: the four musicians played on broken instruments… the keys on 
my upright piano remained lowered when depressed… it’s on this piano, 
with my three fellow musicians, dressed in the oddest way: completely 
tattered, and wooden clogs large enough for the blood to circulate despite 
the snow underfoot.
Akoka: the audience, as I recall, was overwhelmed. They wondered 
what had happened. Everyone, including us. We asked ourselves: ‘What are 
we doing? What are we playing?’
The sole concession the quartet makes to untrained ears may be the 
final section, which is called ‘Praise to the Immortality of  Jesus.’ It’s a duet 
for the violin and piano, and as it advances it becomes slower and higher-
pitched and gradually gets quieter and quieter. An almost infinite ascent. 
The eyes close as the ears open to capture the final notes from a bird that 
has flown off  into the depths of  the night.
In the ridiculous military training we received prior to disembarking in the 
Falklands, we practised parading to the sound of  patriotic marches. One 
day, the band played a couple of  tunes to let the soldiers relax. Perhaps we’d 
paraded particularly well. I think they played the tango ‘La Cumparsita,’ 
which is based on a marching song, and something else, before performing 
‘When the Saints Go Marching In.’ There’s something deeply illogical about 
a military band playing jazz, an impossibility that lodges itself  in each beat 
because a military band doesn’t breathe the instruments but blows them, as 
if  the promise of  freedom offered by certain kinds of  music knocked the 
wind out of  it and left it gasping for air. But let’s suppose the band played 
jazz. Suddenly one soldier, Zapata, is transformed. He begins to dance 
on the spot in a comical manner, as if  he were walking without moving. 
The faces he pulls are side-splittingly funny. The officers let him carry on. 
Everyone is laughing. Zapata was the hero that day in March 1982.
The Royal Palace of  Madrid is home to the so-called Palatine Quartet, 
comprising two violins, a viola and a cello made by Stradivarius between 
1696 and 1709.
The same day that the Battle of  the Ebro marks a decisive turning 
point in the course of  the Spanish Civil War, the Republican government 
in Madrid has these Stradivariuses brought out of  the Royal Palace for the 
first time, in order to hold an evening concert. From the studios of  the 
Propaganda and Press Ministry, it’s broadcast across the country.
Franco’s army bombards Madrid from Casa de Campo, like a 
heavyweight certain of  landing the knockout blow. Every now and again 
a well-aimed punch threatens to topple what is left of  the city. But on 
that September night in 1938, the strings have left the Palace. What for 
some is a requiem, for others is cause for celebration. In every corner of  
the country. The quartet of  instruments is joined by another violin, and a 
piano. They play Schubert, Bach, Rolla.
And even though no one is chasing him, because it seems he was 
neither a Republican nor a Nationalist, and had never shown much interest 
in politics, once the concert is over the viola player Pedro Meroño returns 
the instrument like someone returning a baby to its mother, bids farewell 
to the musicians with a firm handshake, and heads into the street. As soon 
as he’s around the first corner, he begins to run. First a gentle trot, and 
then, as his lungs grow used to the exertion, he picks up the pace until 
he’s sprinting. Who’s that lunatic, asks a man emerging into the street 
after hearing the performance; others may have seen him tear past their 
windows. To the gaze of  those peering out he appears as no more than a 
suspicious streak. He runs a couple more blocks without anyone chasing 
him. No one. He stops. He doubles over, his hands on his knees, staring at 
the ground. He bursts into tears. In the distance a dog barks, just like in any 
city in the world at this time of  night.
What can I offer you to let me stay here a little longer, here in this room, 
listening to these cassettes that loosen the chest and allow the tears to flow 
of  their own accord? Five minutes each, that was the agreement made 
there in the Falklands by a bunch of  eighteen-year-old kids who just six 
months ago had gone on their end-of-school-year trips to Carlos Paz or 
Bariloche. What can I offer you, what’s a minute of  weeping worth on 
these shitty islands? There wasn’t much to choose from, but it all served to 
carry you back, to your home, to your school, to the pastures.
Was Zapata to be found in that line? I never heard of  him again after 
the war.
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There was nothing that could be used to pay for that concert in Leningrad.
And in Berlin no one sings any more, just as no one wants to say the 
word Russians.
The rump of  even a rotting horse can still be saved, observes one of  
the musicians going into the rehearsal. So far, no cases of  cannibalism have 
been reported. Yesterday the trumpet player barely had enough breath to 
blow with, the conductor noticed.
On the first movement of  his Seventh, Shostakovich remarks many 
years later: ‘The invasion theme has nothing to do with the attack. I was 
thinking about other enemies of  humanity when I composed this section. 
I’ve nothing against calling the Seventh Symphony ‘Leningrad,’ but it’s not 
about Leningrad under siege. It’s about the Leningrad that Stalin destroyed 
and that Hitler merely finished off.’
My mum is lying on a narrow single bed in a ‘Senior Living’ care home in 
Birmingham, Michigan. You enter the building by punching a code, or if  
a receptionist greets you and ushers you in, smiling always. The foyer is a 
smart lobby area with free coffee and fruit-flavoured ice water, and there 
are books on shelves that you can take down and read on plump sofas and 
armchairs. Sometimes, there are even sweets, popcorn or chocolates for 
visitors. Walking through the carpeted entrance to the tastefully decorated 
interiors—elegant racing green wallpaper, polished wooden tables with lace 
table cloth, and large vases bearing fresh flowers—you might be forgiven 
for thinking that you’ve arrived at some kind of  all-inclusive hotel. Except 
the long hand-railed corridors to the bedrooms further in are linoleum- 
covered for easy cleaning, and the doors of  residents’ bedrooms have all 
been personalised. Some are festooned with fabric flowers and balloons, 
stuffed toys and Hallmark cards (Happy Birthday to the Best Mum in the world!); 
others have colourful crayoned drawings of  stick families pinned next to 
the residents’ names. My mum’s door doesn’t look so different from the 
others that you would notice necessarily. There is a pretty rosette made of  
crepe and silk, and a small garland of  colourful paper flowers draped over 
a tiny dark green slate with which to leave messages. But none of  the bric-
a-brac next to the name plaque ‘Margaret’ have been sent by me. 
I knock and then push open the door to her room. She is asleep on the 
low single bed. The windows are closed and the blinds drawn tight against 
the sun; but the heating is also turned on full blast, and the room is sauna-
like. For as long as I can remember, the rooms I’ve lived in in the houses 
of  my youth have all had windows of  tinted glass; curtains were only pulled 
open when the afternoon’s fever broke. This ritual made our living spaces 
always dark and shut in; but dealing with heat in whatever way you could 
was a full-time occupation in the tropics. A faint, unpleasant stink lingers 
in my mum’s room. With the windows fastened, there is little ventilation. 
I wince, remembering Lee Young-Lee’s evocative neologism about the old 
and infirmed in The Winged Seed. He calls them ‘shut-ins,’ transforming verb 
to noun. Growing old marks a similar kind of  change.
Someone has tried to make my mother’s room more cosy. On her 
bedside table is a battered black leather bible, a gift from my grandfather. 
The faded inscription reads, ‘May you walk always in the ways of  the Lord.’ 
A small mirror, odd vials of  make-up, red nail polish, and other knick-
knacks have been arranged tidily on the tabletop. The room has a built-in 
Gail Low
The Visit
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mirrored wardrobe, containing a rail of  clothes on one side, a chest of  
drawers and some shelving on the other.  A side door leads to a bathroom. 
It’s a comfortable but generic bedsitter. I sit down on the only chair in the 
room and watch my mother sleeping. Her low bed looks suspiciously like a 
hospital bed that you can jack-up or jack-down. Home for my mum is now 
an en-suite bedroom. 
There are no paintings on the walls. No family portraits or pictures. 
There are, however, two framed photographs on the high shelf. They are 
of  her and my father smiling, taken at their fiftieth wedding anniversary 
celebrations in Singapore. They resemble those you might have glimpsed 
on Chinese ancestral altars, behind fruit offerings, buns and smoking 
incense sticks. We didn’t have such shrines in our household; they would 
have been deemed unChristian—in my mum’s words, ‘heathen.’ Yet she 
has given me and all of  my siblings identical copies of  these photographs. 
The television in the corner, sound turned low, is broadcasting a daytime 
chat show. Its host seems to be having a heart-to-heart with a young girl 
sitting on a sofa, hunched over and crying. The girl’s face is all red and 
puffy. She sobs about an unfaithful, confrontational boyfriend who, only 
seconds ago, stormed off  the set after a huge row. ‘He picks on me all 
the time; he answers my question with accusations about my controlling 
behaviour. I don’t know what he is thinking,’ she wails, ‘he doesn’t tell me 
anything. I only found out when I picked up his mobile phone.’  The chat 
show host holds the girl’s hand comfortingly and frowns with empathy as 
she looks into young girl’s face. Yet she also swivels around every minute 
or so to talk directly to her audience; the camera’s close ups magnify her 
concern. 
My mum snores gently on the other side of  the room, oblivious to the 
emotional carnage played out on screen. Her blankets are pulled right up 
to her chin. She is dressed in an old hand-knitted blue beanie, loose black 
trousers and an outsized red fleece jacket which I remember from my last 
visit. These clothes are like her second skin now. She seems so small, a little 
brown wizened figure shrunk into herself. For a moment I think, I am in 
the wrong room. This isn’t the red-lip-sticked woman, all coiffured, made-
up and dressed so glamorously that, to my child’s eyes, she always looked 
like a movie star attending a red-carpet event. This isn’t the woman who 
wouldn’t swim except in the evenings because the sun could turn her skin 
a darker shade of  brown. Who went to the hairdressers to get her hair ‘set’ 
every Saturday. I think, this isn’t my mum. But she is. She has been like this 
for a quite a while. What was that line from Mrs Dalloway? ‘The dwindling 
of  life, how year by year her share was sliced.’
Asleep, my mum’s lips make small quick movements. She mumbles 
softly but I can’t make out what she is saying. Despite being past her 
eightieth birthday, her face still looks astonishingly smooth and unlined. A 
long time passes before she comes to. Coughing, she opens her eyes and 
tries to push herself  up upright on the bed. ‘Lend me a hand,’ she says, 
and I stretch out my hand to help her sit up. She then looks at me, not at 
all surprised to see me in her room, though I have been away for a year, 
and have flown across a number of  continents to visit. Kissing her lightly 
on the cheek I tell her that I arrived the previous night, and that I’m still 
tired from the long journey. She asks, ‘what food did they serve you on 
the plane? Eat vegetarian—it’s always better than chicken or fish. Meat is 
always tough and overcooked. You need to avoid strong coffee; it helps 
with the jet-lag.’ Then Mum peers at me, eyes sharp. ‘Still looking like a 
scruff! You might put on a bit of  face-powder or some lipstick.’ She takes 
a sip of  water and then continues, ‘Those days when I used to fly first-class, 
the air-hostesses came round with lovely canapés and champagne in crystal 
flutes. They were attractive girls too, not like the old wrinkled ones you get 
now.’ She laughs, spluttering, ‘Who wants to look at old women? Asean 
Airways used to weigh their air stewardesses; slim and petite they had to 
be. Anyone above a certain weight and below a certain height would simply 
not be hired. Can you imagine that?’
We talk about the wider family now scattered across three continents 
and she tells me about the great granddaughters, my grand-nieces, and the 
youngest now sixteen months whom I’ve not clapped eyes on for a year. 
They visit every week. ‘And May likes her food! She’s one of  us alright. 
How can you be from Singapore and not like food? She’s learnt to say 
‘mine’ and always points at what you are eating, expecting you to give it to 
her. No joke! But she looks just like a small Japanese doll!’ Without missing 
a beat she presses on, ‘Did you bring me any magazines from England 
about Kate and Will? Kate is so glamorous. Pencil thin, long-haired, 
dimple-cheeked and smiling with her arm on Will, or carrying one of  the 
children. Did you bring Hello? You brought a stack of  magazines about 
The Royals the last time you came.’ She brightens visibly, catching sight an 
OK! that I have by me. Poring over images of  George, Charlotte and Louis, 
she looks up and sighs, ‘And to think, they are having a fourth child! No 
one has time to have children these days. It’s all career, career. Women also 
need to be women.’ But children also grow up, I think unkindly.
Mum is now distracted by the television. The chat show host has 
invited another woman onto the couch; they seem to form a small huddle 
of  weeping women, all giving each other support. ‘I don’t understand how 
these people can spill their guts out in front of  the other people,’ my mum 
says in genuine puzzlement, ‘telling the whole world your problems, airing 
secrets for everyone to pick over. No shame!’ She then turns to me, ‘How 
long are you here for? Is your brother coming tomorrow? You want some 
coffee? You can take it from the reception. And popcorn too—they do 
popcorn on Tuesday afternoons and Bingo on Thursdays. But they have 
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rubbish prizes. A necklace of  paper flowers? They must think we’re all 
gaga! You want to play cards? I’ve got a pack in my drawer.’
I help my mum into the wheelchair that is parked next to her bed and 
place a pair of  worn carpet slippers by her feet. Still swaddled in the clothes 
that she’s slept in, she hoists herself  into the chair slowly, grimacing. I 
wheel her out of  her room along the corridor. On the way, I pass other 
old women sitting together who greet us like long-lost relations. ‘Margaret, 
how are you doing today honey?’ ‘Those little girls not with you? They’re 
just little darlings!’ ‘Are you coming to the birthday tea? We’ll have cake 
and balloons!’ Mum introduces me as her daughter who lives in Scotland, 
and they look at me in bewilderment but friendly like. I am a daughter 
but also a stranger. With a grand wave of  an arm, Mum gestures towards 
the residents’ lounge and diner. On the way we pass tall windows that 
look out onto well-kept gardens with large red rhododendrons and some 
pink peony bushes. Mum points these out; she has always loved looking at 
flowers. Tentatively, I ask her if  any of  the older women sitting side by side 
on the armchairs that line the linoleum corridors are her good friends. She 
shakes her head. ‘They just have rooms on my corridor,’ she says,  ‘most 
afternoons they sit by the window talking. What they have to chat about I 
don’t know!’
We sit across each other at the table in a small empty dining hall. We 
haven’t sat this way for a very long time. Mum’s wheelchair is lower than 
the table and because of  that she seems even more diminished, child-like 
even. I take the pack out and shuffle the cards. ‘Do remember how to 
play “Chope”?’ I ask. She shakes her head. I explain the rules and we start 
the game. I want to blurt out, ‘Do you remember we played “Chope” on 
holiday at that Port Dickson Motel?’  We were a noisy bunch then, sitting 
cross-legged on tiled floor, betting, squabbling, punctuating our sentences 
with Singlish words for effect—‘Chilakak! You just sapu-ed all the cards I 
wanted!’  or ‘Mati-lah! I’ve just thrown away my queen of  hearts.’ Yet my 
mouth just can’t bend the sounds now and their jaunty cadences sound all 
wrong. My memories feel all made up.
We play in silence, speaking only to decide whether the Ace should 
precede the two of  diamonds or follow the King. Outside, petals from the 
peony blooms drift onto the grass. I see a man mowing the lawn and the 
drone of  its motor is familiar. But we are both a long way from home and 
there is no easy way back.
it is hard to trust oranges, i told her / after pizza: not a strange hand, but 
a pleased paper
flowers with round melodies. first time in the city: i was very cold, but i 
was happy / the 
skin of  ripe plums says my mind / it’s not the window’s fault, we really 
wanted to cry &
go home. all the time she sang, all the time it rained, all the time we 
creaked, all the time
trees are not silent lengths: look / a standing lamp was made to stand, 
sign off  the eggs &
secrets: she makes me love laces, glasses: pour all the wine, the language 
of  ovals heals
Kitchen garden 
David Ishaya Osu
021 022Gutter 21
Tu an dealan-dè a mharcaich a-mach
air an dealanaich, gealach fala is 
tart ort. An seòmar sin agus am fear eile 
a bh’ ann aig an aon àm agus na tuinn 
a’ briseadh nam bhroinn, a’ tanachadh 
na h-uinneig eatarra
Ar cnuimheag bheag a’ sìor shireadh
Beul ag obair, deala dealasach
Is mise a’ chuirm.
Beth Frieden
Iogh
You the butterfly who rode out
on the lightning, blood moon and
a thirst on you. That room and the other room 
that was there at the same time and the waves 
breaking inside me, thinning
the window between them
Our little grub always seeking, 
mouth working, passionate leech
I am the feast.
Beth Frieden
Yew
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The house has three floors and a basement. It is built with layers of  bricks 
and clay. It feels solid. It looks grounded, the way its basement is rooted. It 
can survive the moody weather and handle its sand storms and dry heat. It 
is unbreakable, and yet it has its delicate side; it is painted with pearl-white 
and has a unique brown décor on the doors and windows. The outline of  
this house has been bought from a passionate architectural engineer. The 
engineer’s vision had been to create a modern house with a touch of  the 
past. The modern house should be spacious so that it can contain a family 
of  six or more. The brown décor resembles the humble houses of  Kuwait 
before the discovery of  the oil. Houses back then were made from mud 
and stones, and had wooden roofs. The interior of  the house is considered 
typical in this country. It is mandatory to have one massive kitchen on 
the ground floor, and the main dining room is usually next to the kitchen. 
One Ottoman style dining table with 12 chairs is set in the middle of  the 
dining room. Also, there are two living areas on the ground floor that are 
used as receptions. There are more similar living rooms, only bigger, in 
the basement, and smaller versions of  the same living rooms on each of  
the three floors. Each floor has one master bedroom and three smaller 
bedrooms with their private bathrooms. It might sound over-populated, 
but this house fits its purpose. A house for a Kuwaiti family. Of  course, 
there must be a garden that surrounds the house, plus a parking area that 
would be large enough for five cars. This house has its own borders, and 
maybe its own government. 
The Ministry of  Interior in Kuwait has added new articles in its penal 
code that criminalise the freedom of  gender expression, and sexual diversity. 
There are more articles in this penal code that do not permit the freedom 
of  belief  or disbelief. However, the members of  this house do not seem to 
follow the laws of  the state. One can find a mix of  these illegal expressions 
and beliefs inside this house. This unity is rare to find. It is almost impossible 
to believe that such a bond would exist in a familiar environment.
The smell of  Bukhour would wake up the sleepers from their beds. 
Other times, the sound of  oud playing would crawl into their dreams and 
kidnap them to reality. Karak tea would be resting inside a jug that is placed 
on the main dining table. The aroma of  cardamom would be hanging above 
the dining room like a cloud that is too heavy to move. This 
Esraa Husain
Home, Home
house; its borders, and the sound of  oud it sings feel like home. It is 
safe. It is what we know.
However, I do not live in this house, and such an acceptance and 
openness do only exist in my dreams. The house does physically exist, but 
freedom and understanding are not parts of  it.
 A flat with one bedroom, one bathroom, and one living room that is 
combined with a kitchen made of  dark grey ceramic is for now the closest 
thing to what I would call home. Ironically, the bathroom, which is made 
of  dark grey ceramic as well, is bigger than the kitchen. This flat is located 
inside a building made of  granite which obscures mobile networks, and yet 
fails to contain the coldness of  Aberdeen. This building has four heaped 
up flats. I can hear my neighbours making love, and the sound of  their 
washing machine working at 11pm.
I can be, act, and look as I wish inside this flat; there is no uncivilised 
penal code to obey. No religion to follow. No god or goddess to worship. 
There are no family gatherings so there is no need for a dining room. There 
is occasionally the sound of  a guitar coming from musical YouTube videos 
on my mobile phone. This flat can barely accommodate two individuals, 
and it is what I manage to call home on my good days.
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a play presented by 
ME
at 
THE EMPTY THEATRE
The empty theatre
sighs with relief
as the poet
(exit stage left)
ME:     Testing
       Testing
       …
 
       1, 2, 3, Check
       Is anyone out there?
       (holding myself  at arms length 
       a wingspan away from the action
       distracted)
The empty theatre
does not react
but there is clapping
(the sound is overwhelming)
       : Can I come out now?
       Is it done?
       Hello?
       (ME)
Disassociation
Bibi June Schwithal
The empty theatre
(empty, dark apart from
the light shining in from outside)
giggles politely.
(A BREEZE CARRIES IN DISTANT
MUSIC FROM THE OTHER ROOM): ‘…
                       … ‘
Somewhere, the poet cries over spilled milk. I don’t care. Can you just get over yourself ? 
Who are you even talking to? It’s been zero days since your last meltdown, but three 
since the last shower. Has it been three days already? Should probably take the trash 
out. I swear it’s only been a week. I would smell bad if  I could still smell but my 
senses have shut down, or maybe they are rewiring themselves to pass info through to 
the FBI agent on the other side of  my webcam. At least I’m not alone.
THEATRE:   I was confused by that scene right before the intermission, 
it didn’t make sense, skewed, like everything had been 
moved ever so slightly to the left, if  you get what I mean?
(look fake surprised)
The empty theatre
(reassuring) whispers
this is exactly according
to the programme.
THE POET:  Thank you for coming to the show!
Take a bow, cry to show how grateful you are, don’t cry it’ll look weak. Look weak, 
it makes you approachable. Maybe someone will take care of  you. Where did those 
flowers come from? I think I’m starting to feel better now. Yeah, I think this is good.
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The moon is thin and poised like a curlew’s beak—
all bone. Hanging over the ocean, the abbey. 
We watch the sea birds being swept by the wind
and I try to tell you about all my life you’ve missed.
There are still so many sentences I can’t reach.
I know that out on the water, welcomed home,
is a replica of  the ship they took my ancestors in –
to sugar plantations for former slave owners.
The Whitby, sailing from India to the Caribbean,
a stale silence blowing in off  the water to greet her.
Coming back here is like mutely looking down 
on my own odd body as it moves without me.
Nothing is familiar. This loved, blank cliff
is a memorial stone with the names bleached out.
The Whitby 
Roshni Gallagher
Lifelike skin, eyes and hair. The way she walks and talks. A desirable 
occupation which spits out screen though such low quality that caches I 
mean faces, are impossible to make out.
There are those who say you look so different every time, meaning you’re 
so different you look the same every time
And you look far better when striving to assimilate to the larger body, 
each gesture which may be different to the last serves to perfect one 
object moving around as a whole.
The information starts as a product of  someone else’s dream. Then 
scenes change so quickly from one cut to another you can never 
remember how this gully goes.
Only cowboys floating around ideas of  her, so-called pre-citizen 
goddess. He wants her brutal but her smile exquisite as to be necessarily 
asphyxiated between fairy and brute.
Watching you become a photo-booth picture
i.e. that moment when you wish you weren’t yourself, but to live a little as 
someone else.
And because the women are pretty, the overall aura of  mystery only 
intensifies peoples’ fascination with them
Then she gets used to it.
In the history of  you losing sight, the why of  command, you look into his 
eyes and see a closed in colony from space to time to infinity.
And where that leaves you, over there where you are absent
On the other side of  the glass, starting from the place you discover 
yourself, to see your eyes towards yourself, in order to reconstitute 
yourself  there.
Ghost within the ghost
Amelia Zhou
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Limbs: Disciplined white gown
Hair: Tall wavy back, extending above stage
Head: Say you’re very good at the mirror, painful pain in your eyes
Skin: There are four operating emotions—circumstance, intuit, 
separation, fact
Muscles: Peripheral pain-in-hands, pain-in-legs, pain-in-hips, meaning 
long-term sequence
Knees: And so on, was it memory, of  which bone to practise next 
(Who moves closer to the distance you are carrying
(When behind the curtain—heart was closing—was opening—waves—
Amelia Zhou
Body double
(after Kim Hyesoon)
every language, even the language
in which words were unimportant–
when we did not cry in Urdu on our births, 
& our last cries that refuse to be in Punjabi–
our only indifferently innocent tributes,
sent out to a world 
which was never ours,
which could never be ours.
031 032Gutter 21
The article has been rendered inoperative
you can no longer speak of  Kashmir
it has withered away into the muzzle.
Kashmiriyat too is inoperative a people
stolen of  identity in stealth the manner
of  arbitrary anguish to accede is to shut
down freedom in the open air prison.
Three-hundred-and-seventy inoperatives
modification from state to union territory
operate the land: a coronary, a lake, a bifurcation,
a technicality of  definition—for some a success -
an integration—to make operative that which 
was accessed in steadfast to point out administration.
The article has been rendered inoperative
you no longer speak of  complexities
but brandish the new ruler from tanks
soldiers stand instead of  street performers.
Jammu and Kashmir, too, is inoperative: a place
complicated, an annex of  new history fenced 
denizens without phones to call sovereign
a land mistaken for a people is a people
objectified as spoils of  the land. If  inoperative
then fascist agrilogistics permit silent bloodshed.
Oppression afoot disguised as the open palm of  integration.
Azad Ashim Sharma
Like Agha Shahid Ali, I too saw 
Kashmir from New Delhi at 
Midnight.
The article has been rendered inoperative
and so has the opposition who are reduced
to history lectures in the parliament sessions
who wave their papers at the brick horizon.
When the fibre optic line is inoperative
control and censorship flourish and dance
as nationalists do on graves of  the occupied.
Unnamed and deterritorialised the inoperatives
try dissent in special sentiment of  autonomy
it feels like a lifetime ago as nullification sieges
unapologetically with the lynch and rifle of  persecution.
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My uncles drink Scotch by the gallon
& my aunts make endless cups of  cha–
each uncle being the father of  a daughter
who lives overseas for a better fortune,
& each aunt being the mother of  a son
who immigrated to become the one 
who got away from the mafias 
that wanted to get hold of  his inheritance. 
When my family sees Kashmir being turned 
into A Country Without a Post-Office
on their tellies, wherever they are sipping
their Scotch & cha, they call me to tell 
that BBC has reported Northern Ireland
as the Kashmir of  United Kingdom. I sigh 
when my uncle asks me to spell Belfast, adding 
how does he even get here from London?
I should have chosen to study in California
instead, he thinks. Who am I to say anything?
I write ghazals in English in a country
where I am constantly told that English 
is not my first language & yet I hide 
my pain under iambic pentameter. 
When I read my Anglo-ghazal 
in a theatre about the partition of  Punjab 
in front of  the best lot of  poets around, 
someone calls my lot of  people refugees.
Agha, how little we knew! 
We were exiles in every land, 
Reading Agha Shahid Ali in 
Northern Ireland
Supriya Kaur Dhaliwal
You have no memory of  the letter 
before you reach el kinder, you just know 
It exists—words like record, rompe, 
quarter, but when abuela, who’s lived
On this block for a lifespan longer
than the number of  breaths you’ve taken
spills it out in her heavy voice– chino, 
here’s a cora for your chips—
the world is garbled, and so is your voice.
You are taught the letter well before
your sister’s quinceanera, but every
single teacher, black or white, said it
to you in their way—that slow -er sound
like the purr of  a menacing alley cat –
and it bled into the fabric of  your voice, 
erasing what little you could utter 
of  the words your mother taught you
and filled with terror to speak out.
Because at home, you could not
roll your tongue to say perro, so your aunts
giggled at the gringo and there was nothing
to do but sit in the dark and wait 
until the crying stopped, then start
again, saying the word alone as penance.
Jesus Garay 
The Curse of Pronouncing an R
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ice encase morning I skidslip
lineup in frost lessonslessons
and classmates hardhail looks
sleet sometimes teeth chatter
playground falls cutbloodraw
stillhardsnow at dinnertime
what I bring congeal to table
red rib greymeat tongue
I frigid till throatcloat
clatter cutlery till getaway
evening silence icicle song
I mouthstifle awaysickness
dictionary console me
nouns freeze nothing nobody
add   am   abandon   alone
night walls ironbedstead
six each side orange sheet
hotwaterbottle weep warm
I uncurl some little bit
hours catchcold no sleep
blizzard beat glass dark
heart storm blindblackblack
ma how no collect me back
coldcold first time winter
bareleg crack rotten ice
L Kiew
Hiemal
the woman retreats to the woods
unzips the gap between her thighs and 
gives herself  to the autumn
she sways against soil, uses a piece of  flint 
to flake off  the edges of  her skin
letting her scales slip away like a silk robe
tail to bark, she shakes and bends, her arched spine
snatching falling leaves
meeting of  metamorphoses
she opens her velvet pouch to 
reveal the roundness of  nutmeg
bites into it like an apple
this nutrients
leaks blood into song
an enchanting commune with
ash, oak and thorn
a crescendo 
that slithers from 
root to groin
groin to root 
Mina Moriarty
Ash, Oak & Thorn
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The animal between my legs would go clip-clop clip-clop on cobbled streets. 
But we are ambling in the bush, the shrub, the scrub, the scribbly gum 
copse of  the outback, on soft ground, the crunch of  eucalyptus leaves. 
Excise all the negatives and it could have been a true blue-sky day, a 
toasted marshmallow fire, tea in a billy can heating up for us to sup sup 
sup, red coals sparking, something I’d never done before, my feet like shy 
pioneers.
Bagong-bakal
Ivy Alvarez
Filipino idiom meaning new shoes (literally, new iron)
Somewhere on high, the trees house a house
a winding staircase to encircle the vertical
trunk sunk into dirt, the mud and rocks.
A vantage point is calling, magnetised by
the far away. O the light in the sky,
starburst behind the eyes, the release
is what we crave, sensate animals
briefly loved in the skin moment, even
if  by a stranger, the structure enfolding.
Bahay na pulá
Ivy Alvarez
Filipino idiom meaning whorehouse (literally, red house)
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Before the Confirmation talk started Aoife and I would talk about two 
things: magic and horses, but now we don’t talk about either of  those 
things any more. We’re lying on Aoife’s double bed in her new-build house. 
Aoife is applying a cherry lipgloss that stains her mouth and looks like it 
might catch your hair in it. 
  ‘I nicked it out of  Sinead’s room’ she says, tossing it to me. Her sister 
has more makeup than I’ve ever seen. I unscrew the lid and give it a sniff. 
It smells like medicine tastes.
‘Will you plait my hair?’ I ask. ‘It’s been ages.’ I’ve been growing it out, 
not letting my mum near me with the bowl. 
  ‘Your hair’s too fine to plait really but I’ll give it a go, I guess.’ she sighs 
and makes a big heave of  sitting up and making room for me on the floor 
in front. I settle, kneeling like I’m genuflecting, and she sits behind me, her 
legs sprawled around my shoulders. It feels lovely to have her touch my 
hair, to sit and pick through the strands. I can feel it being pulled tight from 
my scalp and I feel more grown up and less like myself  already. I don’t even 
mind when it hurts.
  ‘Do you think I should wear mine in braids for my Confirmation?’ she 
says, taking a second to admire herself  in the mirror across from the bed. 
Though we both have blond hair, hers is bright like a beam of  light while 
mine’s so dull it’s almost grey. Dirty blond is what her mother calls it and 
you can hear the disapproval in her voice, as if  I did it on purpose.
  ‘No no, wear it down’ I say. ‘It’s so lovely. Everyone should see it.’
For months in school, all we’ve done is learn about the blessed 
sacrament of  Holy Confirmation, where you first take God into your heart 
as an adult. Not being baptised and made to sit at the back at the room 
during Catechism, I’m fascinated with the idea. I’m worried that if  I don’t 
get my Confirmation I might never grow up. I’ll be stuck in my child’s body 
forever, waiting for breasts that never grow, for a period that never comes, 
watching Aoife get boyfriends and wear lipstick and go to discos. We’ll be 
first years next year and Aoife and I are going to different schools. She’ll 
make new friends and I won’t even have a best friend anymore. 
  She moved to town at the end of  summer after her Da shut the farm, 
to give her family a fresh start. It felt strange to have her gone from the 
house two fields up, easy to run to any time of  the day or night. It’s a new 
house they’ve moved to, and it’s painted bright green. They’re known as 
Last Rites
Sasha de Buyl-Pisco the Smartie houses because they look as if  they were a pack of  Smarties all 
lined up, a yellow one here, a pink, a purple, a blue. We call it town, but in 
Ireland you’re never more than a short walk from fields. 
  ‘I asked Mam if  I could have high heels for my Confirmation outfit 
but she said no.
‘There’s no need for an eleven year old to be wearing high heels.’ Aoife 
goes on, ‘even though my feet are the same size as hers! She’s said there’s 
no room in a house of  God for high heels.’
She really does have big feet. She’s developed. She even wears a bra. 
I asked my mam if  I could get a bra and she just looked at my flat chest 
and laughed. ‘Sure what would you need one of  those for? You’d only get 
tangled in it. You’ll be glad to be a kid a while longer soon enough.’ 
She’s so horrible. Aoife says that when she’s twelve she’ll be allowed to 
go the disco in town. After all, she’ll have had her Confirmation by then. I 
don’t think I could go to the disco if  I didn’t have a bra.
I asked my mam if  I could get my Confirmation too, but she says I’ve 
to wait ’til I’m fully grown to decide how I want to live my life. It’s not just 
the God bit, either. All my friends get a lovely Confirmation outfit (and 
before that a white Communion dress that’s all frills and ruffles), and then 
all their uncles and aunts and grannies give them money. Aoife says her 
parents are giving her seventy-five pounds. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen 
seventy-five pounds.
‘There y’are now.’ Aoife puts a bobble in my hair, fixing the plait in 
place and then gives the end a tug. 
  ‘I feel like one of  the girls from the stables.’ I jump up and study my 
reflection in the mirror. The french plait looks fancy and beautiful.
  ‘It’s only a hairstyle, Brigid,’ Aoife scoffs.
Aoife used to come horse riding, though she hasn’t been for a while 
now. When I have a lesson, we’re allowed to help tack up the horses and 
muck them out too. JJ is my favourite, he’s grey and 15 hands high and very 
gentle and friendly. He belongs to the stable but when I’m grooming him I 
like to pretend he belongs to me. 
  ‘D’you remember when we plaited Dolly’s hair?’ I ask, but Aoife 
doesn’t hear, busy fiddling with a bottle of  nail polish in a violent green 
colour.
  ‘Mam says we can go bowling after my Confirmation,’ Aoife says, 
‘even though it’s in Cork and we’ll have to drive up. She says you can come 
too. I know you won’t be able to come to the Mass but you can meet us 
afterwards. I’m sure it’ll be boring anyway.’ 
I think about Dolly, one of  the travellers’ horses that graze in our front 
field. It’s mostly nettles and overgrown but the horses seem to like it. They 
change over the horses every few weeks, and sometimes there’s a friendly 
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one. Dolly was a favourite of  ours last summer. We presented her, an 
overweight Shetland pony with a wall eye, back to them with pink ribbons 
in her mane and a bow in her tail. Once he was finished laughing, Johnny 
Williamson took me aside. 
  ‘Be careful with that one. You’d not want to get on her bad side,’ he 
said. 
  ‘She’s the maddest pony we’ve ever had, and she knows her way around 
mischief. The blue eye she has is a sign of  the púca. 
  ‘Once she broke away when we were trying to bring her in. We were 
grazing her on a cliff  top down by Long Strand and she didn’t want to be 
caught. So rather than letting us take her in, she jumped clear off  the cliff. 
We were sure she’d be dead, smashed on the rocks below with the fall she 
took. It was only when we were driving away that we saw her, swimming 
away out on the strand, like she was born for it.’
  Aoife’s mam doesn’t like the travellers. She calls them tinkers. My mum 
says that’s a bad word. 
  ‘Let’s do a fashion show!’ Aoife jumps up from the bed, strutting up 
and down the carpeted floor. I let my feet sink into the soft fuzz. In my 
house, I wear socks all the time. We’ve no carpets, only bare slate. My socks 
are worn thin from it. The CD player Aoife got for Christmas plays ‘I’m 
Too Sexy’ by Right Said Fred. Aoife lets me borrow her clothes, choosing 
for me a tight yellow top that says ‘BITCH’ on the front and these jeans 
that sit low on your hips. I try to pull them up, but a thick line of  skin 
between the top and the trousers remains exposed. Aoife has on a dress 
her mother has bought her for her Confirmation and she’s not supposed to 
be wearing. Every time the singer, Fred, I guess, says ‘I shake my little tush,’ 
Aoife shakes her bum and then laughs. He doesn’t say it properly. He says 
it ‘letush’ like it’s French or something.
  ‘Up out of  that, Aoife! What did I say about wearing your Confirmation 
dress before next week?’ Aoife’s mum pokes her head round the door.
‘Brigid, have you no clothes of  your own to be wearing?’
I’m scarlet for having been caught, but too embarrassed to take the 
clothes off  ‘til she leaves, in case she sees my old grey knickers and my 
no bra yet. I look at my feet instead. Aoife’s my best friend but her mam 
scares the life out of  me. When we were eating dinner earlier she told me it 
was disrespectful not to eat everything on your plate. They’ve two kinds of  
potatoes with every dinner, mashed and roasted and sometimes chips too. 
It’s the first time I ever ate so much and I think I might be sick. Tonight 
it was beef  and turnips and mash with extra roast potatoes. Aoife and her 
brother mashed the poppies and turnips and beef  together with gravy so it 
was all just one big lump on their plates. 
  ‘Into bed with yous!’ Aoife’s mam shouts back through the door as she 
leaves, and I half  jump out of  my skin with the fright of  it. 
  We brush our teeth and I borrow a nightie of  Aoife’s (I don’ t tell her 
mam) and when we are done we tuck up tight in bed just like old times, 
except there’s loads of  room because of  Aoife’s new bed. We don’t even 
have to top tail. I pull Aoife’s book of  fairy stories into bed with us, and we 
leaf  through it, mostly looking at the pictures, lovely drawings of  tall fairies 
and horses and Tír na nÓg. Aoife sighs but looks along with me.
  ‘D’you think you’ll come back horse riding soon, Aoife?’ I ask ‘Mam 
says we can give you a spin if  you want.’
  ‘Maybe after my Confirmation’ she replies.
  We’re half-asleep when there’s a clatter outside. The clocks blinks two 
in the morning. 
  ‘D’ye hear that?’ I whisper, digging Aoife in the ribs
  ‘Wha’?’ she mumbles.
  ‘What’s that noise?’ I say, sitting up in bed.
  ‘It’s nothing, Brigid, go back to sleep.’ She turns over and settles onto 
her pillow. ‘It’s probably some drunk auld fella going home.’
  The clattering is slow and deliberate but loud too, echoing off  the 
Smartie houses as it bounces up to Aoife’s windows.
  ‘It doesn’t sound like an old man, Aoife.’ My voice is nervous, whiny. 
I hate it. 
‘It sounds like...’
I connect the noise with its source and jump up to the window.
‘Aoife it’s a horse! There’s a horse outside!’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. We’re in town.’
‘Come see, come on!’
Aoife hauls herself  over and peers out past the fancy varnished frame 
with its sealed edges and double glazing. I open the window.
Outside, right in the middle of  the road, is a horse. Not just any horse 
either. He’s pure white, maybe a bit grubby but definitely still white, and 
not grey. 
‘What’re you doing down there?’ I call to the horse.
He stands stock still and stares up at us, surprised to find someone else 
awake.
‘He doesn’t understand you, stupid.’ Aoife tries to act cool, but she is 
leaning right out the window, gawking down at him.
‘Hi, horsey!’ I call.
The horse whickers.
‘See? He does understand me! ‘
Aoife puts her feet into slippers. 
‘What’re you doing?’ 
‘Going down to see him, obviously.’ The way she says obviously takes a 
long while, to emphasise just how thick I am to be asking.
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‘Won’t we get in trouble? What if  your mam sees?’ 
‘I can hear her snoring. Anyway, there’s no one about,’ she says. 
I follow Aoife down the stairs, keeping to the edges so as not to trigger 
a creak. She puts the door on the snib. I’ve never slept behind a locked 
door before, I realise. Our front door doesn’t even shut properly. 
It’s a clear night and the moon shines down on the Smartie houses, 
blanching their paintwork. It feels like we’ve walked out the front door like 
normal, but walked into somewhere else. The horse starts at the noise of  
the door and the sight of  the two of  us. 
‘Here, horsey, don’t go!’ Aoife reaches out her hand and we walk over 
all slow like. 
‘We should’ve brought carrots.’ I say.
‘I amn’t getting caught by mam trying to look for a snack.’ she snaps.
‘Why d’you think he’s here, anyway?’  
‘I don’t know Brigid, maybe he’s a fairy horse.’ She looks like her mam 
when she rolls her eyes.
I wish she wasn’t joking. I go up to him and flatten my palm out under 
his nose so he can have a good sniff  of  me. He’s wall-eyed, just like Dolly, 
and fixes me with a look like he knows the cut of  me. I don’t meet his eye.
‘Sorry I’ve not got any carrots, horsey.’ I say quietly. I pat him on the 
nose, right between his eyes and blow into his nostrils. Aoife catches me 
at it.
‘What are you doing now?’ 
‘Saying hi, like. If  he blows back on you it means he is saying hello back.’
Aoife comes over but makes it clear she thinks I’m talking shite. Half-
heartedly, she leans down a bit and blows at the horse’s nose. He snorts 
enthusiastically and she jumps back.
‘He stinks!’ she screeches.
‘Of  course he stinks, he’s a horse!’ 
I crease in two with laughing. 
  After a few more sniffs, the horse loses interest and starts to munch 
on the hedge that separates Aoife’s house from next doors’s. We walk out 
into the road, her still in slippers and me in my socks. It feels wrong to be 
outside of  a house, in town, with no shoes on. With the moon out and 
everyone asleep, it’s like we’re in another world, with no school and no 
discos and no Confirmation and no boyfriends. An owl hoots. We’re the 
only ones alive. Just me and Aoife and the fairy horse. I give a whoop and 
grab Aoife’s hand and we run around in circles and dance up and down the 
street. The newly put down tarmac is smooth under my feet, through the 
thin fabric of  my socks. When we’re done, we bow to each other, wobbling 
and giggling and out of  breath.
  Just as we finish, there’s more clattering and another horse rounds 
the corner, except this one has a man on him. He’s a piebald. There’s no 
saddle and instead of  a bridle he’s got a twisted bit of  rope to keep him 
right. Aoife and I stop dead. The man has pointy features and light hair, 
and in the moonlight he looks like he’s just ridden out from under the hill 
to take us away.
‘Hup hup, Whitey, come on now.’ the man says. The fairy horse starts 
at the sound of  his name.
‘Alright Brigid? How’s your mam these days?’ I blink and the fairy man 
disappears. Instead Johnny Williamson is looking down at me. 
‘Hiya Johnny,’ I mumble up at him, pulling at the hem of  my stolen 
nightie. ‘Is this your horse so?’ 
‘Told you, he wasn’t a fairy horse,’ Aoife says under her breath, her 
edges hardening. Johnny takes in Aoife’s stance, one hip pushed out, a 
picture of  indifference now that another person has appeared. 
‘Well, I won’t say he is a fairy horse,’ Johnny says, taking a spare piece 
of  rope from his pocket, ‘but I will say that Whitey was locked up tight in a 
field earlier, and he certainly didn’t open the gate with his hooves.’
Aoife takes this information in. I beam at Johnny and at Whitey.
He loops the rope around Whitey’s muzzle. 
‘I’ll have to take him back now girls.’
  His eyes dart about, checking he hasn’t woken anyone else. Prying eyes 
wouldn’t take kindly to a traveller in a well-kept estate late at night.
‘D’you want to say goodbye?’ 
  He gives us each a bit of  bread to feed the fairy horse and then we 
each give him a hug, even Aoife, even though he smells. I take a moment to 
breathe in his warm, musty smell. Even though we’re outside in the middle 
of  the night, I feel much safer with Johnny and the fairy horse and magic 
all around us than I do inside, with the soft carpets and the locked door.
  When we’re done, Johnny takes up the loose rope and hops back up 
on his own piebald.
‘Goodnight now girls,’ Johnny says, and trots off  into the night, the 
horses’ hooves clacking on the moon-washed street. We wave until we can’t 
see him anymore and when we look around, the estate is just an estate. 
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The slate stone veranda looked out onto yellow-green lawn that gave way 
to a small garden with drying maize stalks rustling in the wind. Beyond 
were mopani and masasa and acacia, the long elephant grass of  the veldt 
in which still wandered duikers and warthogs and all manner of  creatures. 
At dusk, it was the perfect place for a sundowner caressed by the creeping 
shadows of  the musawu that grew broad and strong. Mom sat on the wicker 
chair, a white crocheted shawl on her shoulders and soft fleece covering her 
legs. She stared, as if  taking everything and nothing in all at once. By her 
feet sat Hatitye, a black and greying ball, our faithful mongrel who was well 
past his prime. Ticks poked out in his fur. He gave a soft, half-hearted bark 
as I approached and kissed Mom on the crown of  her head. The Old Man 
watched me through the windows of  the French doors and said nothing, 
even though it had been his text that made me come here. It’s been a long 
time, she said. I sat next to her. The old reed lattice of  the chair squelched 
and sank under my weight. I wasn’t overwhelmed with the nostalgic feeling 
of  being home, rather, I was fully aware that this was their place. This fact 
had been driven home by the Old Man’s fists when he threw me out onto 
the streets at nineteen. But that’s not what I was here for. Mom turned 
to me and I looked into her eyes; I almost saw her somewhere in there, a 
small figure in the corner of  the frame, behind a partially drawn curtain. 
She blinked and it shut. There was a milky whiteness, cataracts, circling the 
deep brown of  her iris. I looked into her eyes.
A bachelor occupies a two bedroomed flat he can just about afford in 
one of  the new developments at the edge of  the city, built on a decaying 
industrial park. He works a respectable job at a multinational corporation 
in the city centre, writing reports, making analysis, signing documents, that 
sort of  thing. It’s the kind of  hazardous occupation in which a merger 
or downsizing will reveal just how superfluous his role is, how so close 
redundancy hovers. But, in the meantime, he wears his decent attire from 
Officers’ Club, and 9to5s, Monday to Friday. In the second, smaller room, 
barely larger than a closet, a bachelor has installed a crib, complete with 
a SHILOH Baby Musical Rotating Bedbell with little dangling black and 
white penguins that bob around as they turn to the soft jingles it plays when 
cranked. The toy has a 4.2 star rating on Amazon.com and exceeds ASTM 
standards. Beside the pillow is a rattle with a yellow hedgehog. A bachelor 
has also installed glow in the dark wall stickers that turn the ceiling into 
Bowerbird
Tendai Huchu glorious night sky when the lights are off. On the walls are painted various 
Winnie the Pooh characters and Jungle Book figures. A bachelor comes here 
every night, sits on the rocking chair in the corner and picks up one of  the 
many children’s books on the shelf  near the window. After a moment or 
two, he clears his throat and reads out loud.
I grew up in a house. It wasn’t a home for it lacked that warm, mystical 
essence that transubstantiates bricks and mortar into something more than 
just shelter, strangers into family. And when I left I swore never to go back 
again. That was until time called me back. To survive in our house, one 
had to become cold, to detach themselves from emotion, even from an 
early age, to be a shadow, a formidable wall nothing could reach inside and 
touch. For trebuchets and siege engines lurked all round. But what wall 
can stop the sound of  your father’s drunk voice or your mother’s quiet 
acquiesce?  They are like Joshua’s trumpet and you, at best, can only be a 
termite, rebuilding, what is broken with spit and sand. And so I brought my 
tortoise shell wall with me on my return.
A bachelor is strolling through the Baby, Toddler & Kids Aisle of  his 
local superstore, when he recalls a documentary he watched on National 
Geographic not so long ago. In it a male Australian bowerbird forages for 
material to build its nest on the ground. It painstakingly decorates the 
structure with brightly coloured bits of  plastic and glass and metal and 
organic material to make it attractive for potential mates. He recalls the 
narrator droning on, pseudo-scientifically, about sexual selection and some 
such jazz as he navigates the vast cans of  formula, puréed cans and gripe 
water, the dazzling range of  colours from every conceivable wavelength 
of  the visible spectrum. He pauses next to a mirror at the far end of  the 
aisle, close to the checkouts, and turns to his right to check himself  out. 
He reaches his right hand under his t-shirt and briefly rubs his belly, before 
pushing on to the Beers, Wines & Spirits aisle. 
Me and Mom spoke on the phone during those years of  our separation. 
Sometimes often, other times there was nothing, for distance does certain 
things and, like time, it changes everyone. It was our way that we never 
spoke of  the situation, rather we spoke about the weather, crops, the 
turning of  seasons, relatives that had got married, some that had died, and 
perhaps it was this lack of  intimacy, this familial coolness that did it for us. 
How would I know any different—I was born into it. Normal isn’t a priori, 
a gift from the gods, rather, it is a simple construct, it is what we make it, 
but underlying the fragile constructs of  human intellect are certain cold, 
hard scientific facts that challenge these normals, strain them and at times 
break them, until we are forced into new normals, still. Mom reaches out 
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to touch my arm. Her hand is paper thin skin, fragile bone, cold. She lets it 
linger on my arm for a few seconds and then withdraws. I knew something 
was required of  me, a word, a gesture, a dramatic act, but I couldn’t… 
The maize has done well this year, she says. I reply, Yes, it has, and add, 
How have you been? The Old Man told me she was sick in the head, that 
an MRI showed parts of  her brain were shrivelling, withering away like a 
field during a drought, and there was nothing that could be done about it. 
No sprinklers from big pharma. It had to run its course. And in this there 
was something primeval, the idea that there were still these conditions 
that defied medicine and we had to accept our fate, to take it as it was. 
The separation had frozen Mom in my mind. She’d forever remained 
this middle-aged woman, a little on the plump side, graceful, beautiful, 
intelligent. But on this visit, in her stead was this woman who was also her, 
not her then (the her who existed in my mind), but her now, the her I did 
not recognise. And somehow, in that horrible instant, I was supposed to 
accept they were one and the same. I once read an article by an anonymous 
author who claimed that we should be allowed to change names as we 
grow, that the idea of  a static, immutable self  was unsupportable. He went 
on about the Theseus paradox, how we turned over so many times we 
could not seriously claim we were who we said we were. We were like fields 
turned over with each season. I’m fine, thanks, and how are you? she said. 
The clouds sat low and heavy in the sky, soaking up the orange and gold 
of  the setting sun. I remembered running on the lawn as a kid, the trees 
I’d climbed and fell out of. I tried to read the lines on her face, the deep 
furrows on that delicate skin. But can you truly know your maker? Her 
lovers? Youth? Ambitions squashed when she knitted you in her womb, 
her true self  given over to some preset bio-sociological obligation? And 
would you want to partake of  this tree of  knowledge? 
A bachelor goes to an adoptions agency. Months later, after they subject 
him to a thorough screening process, they decide, with regret, he isn’t a 
suitable candidate.
I was a child prone to ailments. I caught the chickenpox, measles, malaria 
and mumps, lump that onto my asthma and hay fever and you really have to 
wonder what role natural selection played in all that. My best days were the 
days off  school I caught because of  one sickness or the other. The joy of  
listening to Mom call up the school to tell them I wouldn’t be coming in for 
a day or two. She was slick in those days, a nurse who wore starched white 
uniform, a blue cardigan and her trim nurses’ cap like she was Florence 
herself. And then she’d leave, go off  to work while I stayed in bed, just me 
and the maid. I’d lie in the living room with the TV on, checking out the 
multi-coloured test card and the time dripping away in hours, minutes and 
seconds. Sometimes they played music, on other days, you just caught static 
or a continuous beep. Sunk in the sofa, I’d look out the veranda and see the 
dogs play in the yard or stare at the ceiling and feel the slowness of  time 
wash over me. I thought it would always be like that. Long days and years 
that seemed to have no end. And when Mom came back from her shift, 
sometimes she’d have ice-cream, or an orange or banana with her. She’d 
put her hand on my forehead and check my temperature, her brow a little 
furrowed. Other times she made me suck on a thermometer pilfered from 
work and, cross-eyed, I’d try to watch the mercury rising in the tube. Even 
at that tender age, watching her watching me, I already knew my parents 
were mortal, and this was a terrible realisation. Worse than finding out 
Santa ain’t real, it’s an irredeemable breach from all you knew and mystery 
leaches from the universe, suddenly they seem frail, flailing, floundering 
through life, not the all-knowing, almighty giants your friends’ parents 
are. Just human. Flawed. Pathetic even. And the Old Man, he worked as 
a diesel fitter for some engineering firm in town. He wore khaki trousers 
and shirts, while I wore khaki shorts and shirts to school. His pants were 
grease stained, though. Dark ominous rings like leopard spots. The kind 
that can’t be washed out or changed. I would talk about the maid, but I 
can’t quite remember her. They were always coming and going. Getting 
pregnant, or married, or just plain realising the money wasn’t worth slaving 
for like that. Whoever was there, the white walls of  the bungalow were 
always pristine, cobwebs dusted from the corners of  the room, the floor 
always smelt of  Cobra polish that was used on both wood tiles and stone. 
On the afternoons that I was well enough to, I spent the days beneath 
the big mango tree with a swing under one of  the branches. It was an old 
contraption and had been put there by whoever lived in the house before 
us. The rope was fraying but still holding. Loose strands poked out like 
tendrils from a horror show. The rope was eating into the branch of  the 
tree and a bump showed where they were fusing together to form one 
organism, the tree healing over. The swing seat was cut out from an old 
Michelin tire, grooves worn smooth. On those days I was free, I would just 
launch myself  high up in the air, feeling the wind brush against my face, 
swinging higher and higher. In my reminiscences, I touched Heaven a time 
or two on that old swing.
A bachelor meets a young woman, an artist, in a park. She wears the 
clothes of  her profession, paint-stained dungarees, blond dreadlocks tied 
up like a pineapple top above her head. Jingly metal bangles on her wrist. 
A stud in her nose. They begin to talk about life in general. She has a 
melancholic husky tone sawn rough from the fags she draws one after 
the other. Children play in the jungle gym, spinning around on a spanking 
new merry-go-round. A bachelor lets slip that since he turned twenty-eight 
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he’s been struck with an overwhelming broodiness that seems to defy his 
rational thought processes. It’s unremitting. Immediately, he regrets this 
outburst to a stranger, worse still in close proximity to children, which 
he concludes, must make him seem like a pervert. The young woman, an 
artist, laughs and says she’s well acquainted with male brooding, but not 
broodiness. Relieved, a bachelor shrugs and joins her in laughter, which 
after a few seconds peters out to an awkward silence. After a moment or 
two, the young woman, an artist, tells a bachelor she would be happy to 
bear a child for him, on condition she has nothing to do with it afterwards. 
He asks why she would do that for a stranger. She holds out her hand and 
the bargain is struck.
The mosquitos were out. They sang their whinny tune and looked for 
openings. From time to time, I swatted my neck. The handful of  dusk stars 
were mere pinpricks in the sky. Mom began to say something. Something 
clear and intelligible, but it slipped away, even as we both gasped at the 
moment. I tried to decode the words as she turned to the ripe mango 
sky. Hovering moths. She said, Do you want me to die without… She 
was demanding it of  me. Wanted it of  me. This, after all, was the reason 
for my existence. It started when I was in my early twenties, a constant, 
calibrated nagging, perhaps diminished by the distance between us but still 
present. On that crackly long-distance line. When are you going to get 
married? At your age you should… Even now, in this moment, in that hazy 
consciousness, this is what whatever was left of  her reached out for. The 
consolation of  immortality. Go forth and multiply. Forward. Ahead. I’d 
looked at the world, trying to see it for what it truly was, to go beyond the 
simulation in front of  our eyes and peer behind the veil. With Dostoevsky, 
I understood that the whole world of  knowledge was not worth a child’s 
prayer. And yet what right did we, who were stripped of  the right to so 
choose, have to bring more of  them into this world? Those Hallmark cards 
with banal platitudes. I was due to move, to relocate before this visit, to 
go even further than before to the edge of  the world itself. Maybe teach 
English on an island school made of  palm leaves and reeds. How much 
of  her would be here when I came back? And I fancied I would be the 
same. Hatitye wagged his tail, striking the hard ground, making a tapping 
sound. It brought me back, like a conductor striking his baton on the metal 
music stand. Is that boy still bullying you at school? she asked. I told your 
teachers to put a stop to it. What if  it’s true what they say and all we are 
is this electro-chemical soup? An impulse here, proteins there. Just a tape 
running in the deck, unspooling as it goes, spilling magnetic ribbon and 
music through the world like chain-linked tumbleweed. Mom was rocking 
back and forth in her chair, like she knew she’d said something off, as you 
can whiff  stale milk too late, just as you pour it in the cup of  tea. There 
was a slight tremor in her hands. I once saw a video of  a drummer who 
they said could hit twenty beats a second. I moved my chair an inch or so 
closer to hers. A dark flock of  birds cut across the sky. I wanted to look 
at her, but I dared not turn my head for fear of  what I’d see. The green 
paint on the zinc metal roof  of  the veranda was flaky, cracked from the 
warming and cooling of  the material days and nights. Only then did I see 
the dandruff  it left all over the floor. We were never a family that talked and 
so I learnt the language of  silence well. My tongue was serrated and scarred 
from vicious self-inflicted bite marks and I could spew neither bitterness 
nor sweetness. The door creaked open. Footsteps approached from behind 
us, slow and wary, or, perhaps, just old and weary. In all my time away, 
when I tried to recall my father’s face, often all I would see was a black 
Rottweiler, hackles raised, teeth bared, snarling and ready to spring. That 
avatar was the portrait of  the Old Man as a Young Man. He walked by me 
to the low wall that was the barrier of  our veranda. The red stripes on his 
shirt were faded from too much washing and drying in the sun. His pants 
were too big and looked awkward hitched around his tummy like that. And 
he smelled of  hydrocarbons like he’d been dug straight out of  the earth. 
He leaned onto the wall and gripped it for support, looking out into the 
distance ahead. Then he said, Reckon we should harvest before the rains 
come again.    
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Ibrahim was born an urchin. Not something stated on his birth certificate. 
No, as a child this was his given nickname by his community. They saw him 
as a prickly boy, distant and unable to let anyone too close without causing 
some pain. He did not have many friends and was largely misunderstood. 
He could not shake off  that urchin-like persona as hard as he tried. 
Have you ever cut an urchin in half  to study its gelatinous and soft 
insides? An urchin hides its delicate body within the frame of  a sharp 
and protective exterior. Ibrahim is very much an ‘urchin’ in this sense. He 
learned to create an invisible spiny layer as a means to protect himself  from 
a world that could not understand who he really was. He had his reasons.
It was twilight the last time Ibrahim saw his homeland, all those many years 
ago. He remembers the colours of  the apartments stacked one on top 
of  each other like Lego blocks. Each painted in different sherbet colours 
to soften the cement cinderblocks used to house the many families living 
within. His homeland and hometown are now just a distant memory. One 
that he will never let go but will learn to compartmentalise. A mode of  
survival. Still, he can remember the night he left like it is happening, right 
here in front of  him now:
1) His mother wakes him up.
2) She dresses him in jeans, a shirt, jumper and coat two sizes too big.
3) She heads to the sea.
4) He does too.
5) They put on life jackets.
6) In the dead of  night, they sail off  to an unknown future.
‘We used to play down there,’ he thinks to himself, as the shore becomes 
more and more distant, eventually impossible to see. It is the sea that will 
be his salvation. It will carry him to a new place where they will start over 
somehow. 
Decapitate. It’s what they did to his father. A head rolling around the 
ground like John the Baptist—but Ibrahim is unsure if  his father was holy. 
He is unsure about many things. Is it cruel to see the dead in a negative 
light, especially if  that person was robbed of  his life? Again, Ibrahim is 
unsure what to think about his past.
Eventually, when the mourning started to ease, his mother would turn 
to him on every possible occasion and warn, ‘Remember child, there are 
The Urchin
Andrés N Ordorica good reasons for men to stay quiet.’ It always sounded cold and formal, 
both a reprimand and life lesson. He was only an adolescent at the time and 
so could not totally comprehend why men needed to stay quiet. Even more 
so, he could not understand what controversial things his father would 
have said. He knew better than to ask. The first step in his understanding 
of  that lesson. 
When his grandmother finally confronted them about their plans to 
flee, his mother said with total conviction, ‘It’s time to take control of  my 
own destiny.’ It was soon after this moment that he and his mother left—
never to see his grandmother again. He never learned why his grandmother 
was not invited to be a part of  their new destiny. His mother surely had her 
reasons. The night before he left, his grandmother placed prayer beads on 
his wrist. She did this while he slept, understanding that they would never 
meet again. It was her blessing. She may not have approved, but she wanted 
him to be safe.
Leaving was not something he wanted to do, but he could not think of  
any reasons to stay. What life was there for him and his mother? He feared 
that where they were headed might not welcome them. He heard his elders 
talk about how immigrants and refugees were largely despised by these 
powerful nations. The very nations that started so many of  these wars. It 
seemed incomprehensible to go somewhere knowing that people already 
hated you. Where the thought of  your existence triggered outbursts of  
unbridled anger. 
How will his homeland remember all her children if  they leave? How 
will the children remember her if  they are never to return? How will his 
grandmother pass from this world to the next if  there is no one left to bury 
her? Will his father’s soul be able to find him across that distant sea and, if  
so, would Ibrahim want to be found? Heavy thoughts for such a young boy 
on the cusp of  becoming a man. But that was long ago, back before he was 
a man. Back when there was still some small hope of  returning.
When they landed on the shores of  Greece, the families were cast-off  into 
lots. He remembers learning how the soldiers did that with Jesus’ clothes 
and belongings just after beating him and before nailing him to a cross to 
die. Germany took some families, France others, some went to Turkey, but 
he and his mother were sent to a strange city in a small country: Aberdeen, 
Scotland. 
The city was grey and bleak. It looked like the dowdier sibling of  his 
hometown. Both, cities on the sea, but instead of  colourful scoops of  
sherbet ice cream, each building looked unfinished. As if  the builders 
laid the last granite stone and walked-off, forgetting to paint them pretty 
colours. Over time, this must have become the style, instead of  forgetful 
negligence on the part of  the builders. He missed colour in those first few 
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years. But eventually learned to see the beauty in greyness. 
At school, and as part of  his refugee resettlement, he learned a formal 
and staccato English, which was not the English he heard out and about 
on the streets. The first Scots word he learned was: dreich. A good word to 
have under his belt. Aberdeen was often dreich. 
As time went by and he grew older, he began to venture outside the 
little flat that he shared with his mother. He understood they were never 
going back, and it was time to try and plant roots in this new country. By 
this time, his mother had grown grey, tired, quiet even. She did not make 
good company for a young man hungry for more of  the world. He could 
not ask her questions about the thoughts that circled his growing mind. 
During this chapter, his mother found refuge in her asylum group. 
She was able to share dark truths that she had kept hidden from her son. 
His mother would recount to the other women how she heard of  her 
husband’s murder. In the community hall of  an old and cold church, on 
a quiet street, she recited aloud, ‘From this darkness, I will grow a light.’ 
Each woman nodded in a painful and shared knowingness. His mother 
would hold hands with the other women, encouraging them to find 
solace in their community, understanding the need for their secrets to be 
harboured no more. Eventually, she felt at home in Aberdeen and began 
to lead workshops on her own. She found communion in these moments 
of  sharing.
At a nightclub, underneath Union Street, he drinks quietly until he is loose 
and comfortable. The walls are plastered with posters of  gay city breaks 
and photos of  men in leather shorts and harnesses dancing on the deck of  
a cruise ship. He wonders what it would be like to go on a holiday with only 
men. Ibrahim has never been on a holiday. The furthest he has been is to a 
castle in Aberdeenshire with his classmates a few years ago. 
Women with shaved heads and septum piercings are dancing closely 
together in the middle of  the nightclub. If  he were home, they’d be able 
to smell it on him. They’d kill him in the streets. He is jealous of  the 
women’s confidence and freedom. He is envious of  their love. They dance 
like a coven setting spells on the outside world. He can see the fire burning 
among them and he finds comfort in that shared warmth. 
He orders another pint and pays with the money he earns from working 
as a receptionist at a local gym. His mother thinks it is a good job for 
him because he is strong and athletic and is able to use the gym for free. 
She wants him to be able to take care of  himself. Muscles mean strength 
and strength means he can protect himself  in this grey and cold city. He, 
however, likes the gym because he can watch the other men as they lift 
heavy weights, squatting low as their polyester shorts wrap tightly around 
their sculpted bums. Their controlled form outlines their musculature, and 
he grows hard at the thought of  how they would look unclothed. Ibrahim 
enjoys when the men speak to him about their membership. It’s the closest 
he can get to flirting openly and it’s his only practice.
Ibrahim is shaken from these thoughts when a handsome man 
accidently bumps into him while making his way to the bar. They stare 
at each other until the handsome stranger introduces himself. Ibrahim 
realises, like himself, this man is at the nightclub alone. They begin to chat 
and both men discover that they attend night classes at the same college. 
Ibrahim is unsure if  he has ever seen him in the hallways but likes the idea 
of  having been in each other’s presence without having ever met. It feels 
like a storybook romance that his grandmother might have read to him as 
a child, except with men.
His mother, unsure what to do with herself  on a Wednesday night, and 
feeling her anxiety and loneliness mounting, decides to go for a walk. Their 
flat housed in a council block is not far from the sea. She normally would 
not walk alone but has no one to accompany her. She wraps her headscarf  
tight and puts on a coat and a woollen scarf  for good measure and heads 
out into the cold night. As she walks, she says a prayer, hoping that Ibrahim 
is safe wherever he is in the city.
When she is standing on the beach front, facing the North Sea, she is 
overcome by memories of  her previous life. We used to play down there 
she thinks to herself. After they arrived, she would take Ibrahim to the 
sea and let him run around. She was desperate to create some sense of  
familiarity for him. If  she had any spare change, she would treat them both 
to ice creams. She would order pistachio because it reminded her of  her 
favourite kind of  baklava. But that was many years ago. 
From her pocket, she removes a paper list of  all the names of  those 
she left behind. She inhales heavily and begins to neatly rip each name into 
strips; the size of  fortunes found in fortune cookies. And as she exhales, 
she releases each name into the blustery wind allowing their memories to 
be taken into the distance. Hoping that they find their way back to her 
homeland, hoping they finally find peace. It’s all she can do.
All over the city, adults are suffering for different reasons, each trying to 
reconcile their pasts. Forgotten old men, desperately crawl out their graves 
hoping to wake the memories of  those they left behind. Women are left 
carrying the weight of  all their traumas, forced to put on a brave face, while 
quietly breaking into a million pieces. Children painfully quell their deepest 
desires afraid of  learning how unloving a family can really be.
Ibrahim lets the man buy him a drink. The man is tall, robust, filling 
out every inch of  his shirt and oilskin coat. If  Ibrahim was back in his 
homeland, his community would deem this man rich—able to eat as much 
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as he wants. Ibrahim likes the build of  this man and wishes to rest his head 
on his hairy chest and play with the toughs of  hair that map out the path 
from navel to pelvis. 
The man grabs Ibrahim by the hand and leads him toward the dance 
floor. And for a few precious hours, Ibrahim allows himself  to be fully 
present in this land. Free of  all the dark truths he knows to exist in the 
world. Leave us in this beauty, and we will build a new home, he prays to 
no one as house music fills the air. The disco lights come on and he escapes 
into an electric world where men can kiss men and women wear jewellery 
that pierces through noses, lips, ears, nipples, parts of  the body only shared 
with other women. He is in a queer land and has never felt more at peace. 
He was an urchin once. But, one day, he learned how to throw off  that 
harsh exterior. Leaving was not something he wanted to do. But, in doing 
so, he was able to build a new home. In this new place, Ibrahim was able 
to find himself  and that was the greatest thing that could have happened in 
such painful circumstances. From darkness, he found his light.
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    If  we do not care, who would be next?
    (advertisement for public good)
Hao Wang and nick-e Melville
Firestarters
(木= tree, 火= fire,	人= person)
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The border is a closed door. 
The doors of  the heart 
can open.
The old me or the new me? 
The old me and the new me.
The compromise of  double identity
bittersweet endings and beginnings 
hiding behind your tongue.
(The tongue doesn’t have a bone. 
It’s the smallest but most dangerous part of  the body; 
sharp. 
The tongue is like a horse.
If  you maintain it,
it will maintain you.)
A new house and a new life. 
But to see the old front door open 
when you have not seen your family for many years 
and they are all inside waiting for you 
it is the door of  heaven. 
These days
we have locked our doors and thrown the keys in the ocean. 
Now are we free? 
The following three poems are from a workshop project run by 
Marjorie Lotfi Gill and the Maryhill Integration Network.
Doors
Each language has its character and its personality.
My language is the mother tongue, 
the grandmother tongue.
In my language the words for ‘hope’ and ‘peace’ are connected. 
In my language each house has its own words. 
My language never ignores you
There is no humiliation or hatred. 
You will never be teased if  you forget the words. 
Circumstance is a huge word
You may forget it. 
Sorry is only said when you mean it. 
We have many words for mothers
Many words for grandmothers, my love. 
Nyanya, Aji, Bibi.
The word for drum is the sound of  a drum
The word for God is a shield. 
One single word means ‘Have you understood what I am saying to you?’ 
The Grandmother Tongue 
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To you I’d give the perfume of  orange blossom and the sound of  the 
ocean. 
For you I wish the feeling of  waking up on your birthday,
the joy in a childhood photo, 
a box of  chocolates and this poem.  
I send you a lipstick kiss on a letter across the sea, 
a lock of  hair and a feather pressed in a book 
from the moment of  goodbye between two friends.
 
To you I’d give a lifetime of  rakhi, bracelets gifted from sisters to 
brothers, 
kept and treasured threads.
Something made by hand, an unexpected compliment  
the shiver of  your feet dipping into a cold river. 
To you, the light that shines from the doorway as I come home.
Shiver
Hugh is schooling me in The Doric as punishment for insurrection. I 
mentioned Jessie Kesson and he hadn’t heard of  her. It was like when I 
said ‘anhedonic’ and he looked at me like he’d been slapped. Everything 
south of  Stonehaven is basically England, he explains. A very good Doric 
word is ‘feel.’ ‘Feel’ can be employed to describe any unusual behaviour 
that would historically be ascribed to a changeling. Where we are, on 
Leith Walk, there can often be seen a great number of  fowk exhibiting 
characteristics consistent with a ‘feel’ diagnosis. Hugh has invented The 
Leith Walk Game that is like Snog, Marry, Avoid, only it’s Feel, Fu, or 
Perfect Storm. ‘Fu’ means full, as in full of  drink, but is commonly applied 
to anyone experiencing chemical interference of  any kind. Perfect Storm 
is English, because Hugh has also not heard of  Nancy Brysson Morrison. 
We are currently in the vicinity of  a quintessential Perfect Storm, who 
makes himself  known to us by repeatedly switching between singing ‘Turn 
Around’ by Phats and Small and shouting ‘fucking pigeon shite’ at no-one 
in particular. He is not wearing shoes. Hugh’s face lights up in a cruel way 
that, deep down at the roots, means ‘look how far above this man I am.’ 
Cock o’the North, I think, not wizard.  I picture Violet Jacob’s life in India 
and remember the bookshop with a set of  shelves labelled ‘women writers.’ 
I wonder, when Hugh and I converse, who is really speaking Attic? 
The Doric
Kirsty McGrory
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Magnisias 16 Haidari
Athens, 12461
Greece
Bio : Rafailia Varonou is a poet, performance artist, activist and 
translator. Her work focuses on love, loss, mental illness, body positivity, 
intersectional feminism and queer anarchism.
normality
a well-known word 
a favourite word
a word that needs to be carefully used
CAUTION! 
FLAMMABLE MATERIAL! 
seems like 
everything has been interpreted 
yet everything remains 
vague
unfamiliar
inhospitable
i make magic potions to fix a world 
that came with terms and conditions 
i should have read
i suffer from a sore throat
an outcry that refuses to move out of  my lungs
ABOLISH PRISONS!
ABOLISH BUTCHER SHOPS!
ABOLISH FLOWER SHOPS!
thoughts that have tormented me 
things all of  you keep passing by 
certain that you know every tiny thing
Rafailia Varonou
Manifesto to None
A CAT TOLD ME THAT 
SHE FELL IN LOVE WITH A DOG 
AND NOBODY BELIEVED HER.
THEY SHOULD.
but some answers are not enough anymore
the existing structures of  normality are collapsing
and, with them, all of  you as well
I INTERRUPT YOUR REGULARLY SCHEDULED 
POETRY READING 
TO BRING YOU THIS IMPORTANT MESSAGE:
ANY SYNONYM OF REGULARITY 
ANY SYNONYM OF SCHEDULE
IS PERMANENTLY BANNED
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Last month, the Resisting whiteness 
collective produced an important 
anti-racist and cultural dialogue 
conference in Edinburgh. It centred 
around discussions of  UK anti-
racist action and ideas on how to 
challenge the structures that reinforce 
the domination of  whiteness. The 
conference was open to all but the 
collective took the radical stance to 
centre and prioritise the voices and 
questions of  people of  colour. The 
backlash they experienced to this 
simple intervention was extraordinary. 
Organisers and speakers were vilified 
in the press and social media, accused 
of  being racists and there was a threat 
that the conference venue would 
be taken away at the last minute. 
It was quite a performance by the 
white social and print media to say 
the least—a very defensive reaction 
to the gall of  a group of  Black and 
Brown people daring to prioritise 
their own voices. At the conference 
itself, delegates were faced with a 
white man picketing at the entrance, 
his placard stating that the event was a 
form of  apartheid—and to emphasise 
this ridiculous accusation, he had also 
written his text in Afrikaans!
A familiar red herring that 
was thrown about in the Resisting 
whiteness fray was that being anti-
racist equated to ‘not seeing race.’ In 
a recent Guardian article, Priyamvada 
Gopal wrote:
 
‘[White] People believe that not 
‘seeing’ race, or being ‘colourblind,’ is 
progressive, when it is merely evasive. 
[…] Racism is emphatically not a 
matter of  subjective ‘experience.’ It 
has objective structural force that can 
be identified not just in discriminatory 
practices but in differing entitlements 
and unequal access to resources, 
representation and opportunities.’
 
She succinctly pinpoints a significant 
racialised ‘blindspot’ which she 
stresses further by stating, ‘Go back 
to where you came from’ is not just 
a wounding phrase that almost all 
people of  colour and migrants have 
heard. Its material consequences 
include actual expulsions such as 
those of  the ‘Windrush children’ 
and, of  course, discriminatory travel, 
migration and citizenship policies.’ 
This is of  course a fact yet it is still 
disputed and gaslighted as a reality 
Scance
The Fragile White Body, 
Censorship and Resistance
by Raman Mundair
for people of  colour and is the 
reality that lies behind the aggressive 
attacks that Black and Brown people 
constantly face when they have the 
courage to undertake the labour of  
taking up space and speaking their 
minds.  Robin DiAngelo writes 
about the concept of  White Fragility:
‘White people [...] live in a social 
environment that protects and 
insulates them from race-based stress 
This insulated environment of  racial 
protection builds white expectations for 
racial comfort while at the same time 
lowering the ability to tolerate racial 
stress, leading to what I refer to as 
White Fragility. White Fragility is a 
state in which even a minimum amount 
of  racial stress becomes intolerable, 
triggering a range of  defensive moves. 
These moves include the outward 
display of  emotions such as anger, 
fear, and guilt, and behaviours such 
as argumentation, silence, and leaving 
the stress-inducing situation. These 
behaviours, in turn, function to reinstate 
white racial equilibrium.’ 
‘White Fragility’ is an interesting 
concept, but reading about it is one 
thing, experiencing it daily, facing it 
both in macro and micro contexts 
as part of  your lived experience, is 
a whole different level. With this in 
mind, bear with me and consider the 
power of  a question. Does the power 
lie in the question or the questioner? 
Does the power lie in the answer or 
with those who answer? Recently, in 
an online forum for creative Scottish 
women, a virtual space, I asked a 
question:
Hello, I hope you are able to help. I’m 
trying to compile a list of  non-white 
British writers, film makers and artists. 
I’d appreciate your input. Please list 
names/reference to work in comments. 
Do highlight if  they are Scottish based. 
Many thanks in advance.  
I posted at 6.58am. Within moments 
my post attracted attention, but not 
of  the kind I was expecting. 
The first suggestion, by White 
woman ‘A’ was: Sarah, white, Scottish.
My response: Thanks, but I’m 
asking for non-white British authors.
The initial comment was then 
edited by A to: Sarah xxxxx, white, 
Scottish, why the segregation? 
Why the segregation? Pardon?! 
Segregation. An echo of  the white 
man holding the sign claiming the 
Resisting whiteness conference was 
apartheid. Segregation. Segregation 
is a loaded word. When I think of  
segregation I think of  Mississippi, I 
think of  Alabama and the American 
deep south. I think of  South Africa. 
I think of  apartheid. I think of  
India and the caste system and the 
oppression of  Dalits. 
I return to the forum page and 
write: Thanks, but I’m asking for non-
white British authors.
A replies: I know that, what do you 
class as non-white? 
My reply: I am researching non-white 
(brown, black, mixed heritage, people of  
colour) authors, artists and film makers. 
Thanks.
A writes: Ok but I still don’t know 
what non-white is.
Someone else (White woman ‘B’) 
pipes up: White is a colour too! 
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Right. Okay. Despite my open, 
non-aggressive, clear, inclusive 
response, these white women (and 
the others that soon pile in) still 
claim that they still don’t know what 
non-white means and that people of  
colour includes white people. These 
women are evidently online (they 
make comments at all hours) as 
most people are nowadays, yet they 
appear unable to take the initiative to 
find out what these words, phrases, 
concepts might mean in a mere 
finger-tapping second.
In the interest of  full disclosure: 
I find most terms connected with 
race problematic. I find that the 
language around race is unfit for 
purpose. It is, amongst many things, 
not respectful, not inclusive and it 
does not empower; Black, for me is 
historically a political term and one 
that would have included African, 
Caribbean and Asian and Arab, but 
it is now used to define people of  
African Caribbean heritage. The 
term Black and Ethnic Minorities 
or Black and Minority Ethnic, I 
find insulting—it seems to reek of  
a hasty post-colonial racial tidy-up. 
More recently People of  Colour and 
Brown and Black people has come 
into parlance—it’s still new and feels 
strange and American in origin—but 
perhaps is more sensitive to some 
and possibly a move towards a better 
discourse. I could go on to discuss 
the available terminology and defend 
why I don’t use these terms but I 
won’t. I have other things to do.
To cut to the chase: In my post I 
wanted to be inclusive, in that I 
wished to express my interest in 
writers, artists and filmmakers whose 
heritage relates to Africa, the Indian 
sub-continent, Asia, Turkey and the 
Arab world. Perhaps I should have 
written that in my post but I was 
trying to be online pithy and at the 
same time clear. Frankly, I thought 
non-white pretty much summed it 
up. I have seen this term being used 
exactly this same way in recent times, 
in publications like the Guardian, and 
felt that it would be recognisable and 
understandable. I certainly held an 
expectation that the predominantly 
white, middle class women in the 
arts that inhabit the forum would 
understand the term non-white. 
Well, whatever I expected did not 
actually happen.  Within moments, 
other women on the forum had 
joined the fray. One White woman 
shouted: How do you identify colour? 
Another responded: Ask Rachel 
Dolezal!
The (virtual) floodgates had 
opened. 
Given all the confusion above I am 
wondering why you’re not using the usual 
term Black and Minority Ethnic? White 
woman C asks. And so it went on. 
White Fragility rolled into action. A 
deluge of  aggression directed at me. 
The real issues of  race, racism, 
privilege are drowned out by the 
centring of  white anger, white 
confusion, white distress and white 
righteousness.  
Another perspective on my small 
online brouhaha, is that I was policed 
by a gang of  white women. I have 
triggered them by using the term 
non-white. But they are ganging 
up not to protect the rights of  all 
women. They are upset because they 
feel I am excluding them as white 
women, as the privileged and the 
deserving. They are upset that by 
asking to centre Black and Brown 
women I scupper their opportunity 
to endlessly promote their own and 
their white friends’ work (as evident 
from their constant posts).  White 
women B goes on to patronise and 
shame me. She wonders if  the world 
has gone crazy and then chucks out 
a handful of  names of  ‘BME female 
writers’ and says: This, as you can no 
doubt tell, is an informed list. I will leave 
it to you to source the further information 
you need. White woman B is clearly an 
expert. She is an authority on these 
issues, didn’t I know?
White woman C shouts out: Go for 
the terms BAME or minority ethnic rather 
than black, coloured, non-white. When 
I first read that comment I found 
it hard to believe. Did she actually 
type ‘coloured’ as an equivalent to 
black, non-white?!  Yes.  Yes, she 
did. Nobody comments on her use 
of  language. Not one comment, but 
she does get a flurry of  supportive 
thumbs-up. One White woman says 
that I am confusing them and need 
to quickly clarify matters. Another 
states: I’d just like to point out that I’d 
never pick up and read anything that 
indicates colour or ethnicity of  the author. 
But obviously some would (...) seriously 
would you study only authors with red hair 
who are Scottish?
Another White woman suggests 
that I am taking up too much space 
on the forum with my questions. An 
interesting contribution: This was the 
first time I have ever posted anything 
on this forum.  And, hang on, aren’t 
we online here? On the internet? In 
the realms of  infinite space?  Another 
White woman ‘helpfully’ adds: I’m only 
reading female writers at the moment, but 
have no clue where they are from and what 
they look like. I usually try to avoid USA 
writers but that kind of  proved impossible 
with female writers. Interesting. She then 
bizarrely goes on to suggest that Ali 
Smith is an Asian writer. At this point 
the White moderator swoops in (it has 
been a mere few hours since I posted 
my question) and she asks me: Could I 
ask that you amend your request to ask for 
info about BAME writers rather than non-
white. Her post gets a flurry of  thumbs 
ups, as does the White woman who 
replies to her comment by saying how 
distressed she is by my original post 
and she whole heartedly agrees that I 
must change my language.
Priyamvada Gopal states:
 
‘Another way of  deflecting engagement 
with race is to personalise matters. As 
the sociologist Robin DiAngelo notes, 
insisting that there was no ‘intent’ to 
be racist or asking, ‘how can you say 
I’m racist, you don’t know me,’ are 
manifestations of  ‘white fragility.’ In 
this scheme, only exceptionally ‘bad’ 
people can be racist, and therefore the 
mere suggestion of  racism is often 
treated as more serious and hurtful 
than racism itself. DiAngelo makes the 
important point that discussions about 
race are bound to be uncomfortable for 
members of  dominant communities 
who have to come to terms with their 
own entanglement in an unfair system.’
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I am sure that these white women 
would not perceive themselves as 
racist, nor would the people who 
attacked the Resisting whiteness 
conference. I imagine they would 
place themselves as white saviours, 
defenders of  freedoms and 
equalities. But let us review things 
for a moment here: The Resisting 
whiteness conference is a rare 
moment of  Black and Brown voices 
being prioritised in an infinite sea 
of  whiteness. In the virtual world 
I ask an innocuous and reasonable 
question that clearly makes (self  
identified non-racist!) White women 
uncomfortable, irritated and angry. 
I ask a question that triggers their 
feelings of  exclusion. That makes 
them feel justified to flex and exercise 
their white privilege. They come 
together as a group. They identify 
with one another and support each 
other’s comments and statements. 
They are a white, female, Scottish 
middle-class hive mind in action. 
On a forum dedicated to supporting 
the voices and work of  Scottish 
women in art, where they have 
space to engage in any dialogue they 
choose, they reduce the conversation 
down to this.  I am perceived as a 
difficult, errant woman offending 
them with difficult language and 
unclear requests. They feel entitled 
to call me out (on what exactly?) and 
bully, silence and ‘educate’ me. And 
ultimately, censor me—my post is 
removed, without consultation, less 
than forty-eight hours later. The 
forum neatly cleansed and tidied 
up. Airbrushed of  any disruption to 
their cosy world. 
Ijeoma Oluo writes: 
Too often whites at discussions on 
race decide for themselves what will be 
discussed, what they will hear, what 
they will learn. And it is their space. 
All spaces are. Just once I want to 
speak to a room of  white people who 
know they are there because they are 
the problem. Who know they are there 
to begin the work of  seeing where they 
have been complicit and harmful so 
that they can start doing better. Because 
white supremacy is their construct, a 
construct they have benefited from, and 
deconstructing white supremacy is their 
duty.
 My innocent question excluded 
the white body. The white body felt 
threatened and therefore attacked. 
The white body jumped up in concert 
and tried to shame and silence me 
and ultimately censored me.  Here 
the white body offered passive and 
micro aggression. I can’t imagine the 
response I would warrant if  I had 
actually written something offensive.
This experience and the backlash 
the Resisting whiteness conference 
faced, leaves me wondering if  white 
people are afraid of  ‘non-white’ 
spaces or thought. As if  the absence 
of  whiteness is their ultimate fear. 
That the absence of  whiteness takes 
away their voice, their space, renders 
them invisible.
Hey, white women: welcome to my 
world!
corvid (genus) 
a bird of  the crow family 
(Corvidae)
corbie, corby 
the raven. This, like the 
pyat or magpie, as well as 
the harmless crow, is, in the 
estimation of  the vulgar and 
superstitious, a bird of  evil 
omen.
Driving just outside Glasgow, I’m 
on the road that cuts north around 
the west side of  the Campsie Fells 
between the towns of  Lennoxtown 
and Fintry. It is the B822 and is 
known as the Crow Road, and yes, 
five or six rooks fly over. The phrase 
‘to take the Crow Road’ comes into 
my head, and I’ve heard some use 
the phrase to mean take the most 
direct route, and others use it to 
mean to die.
Another day and further north, 
I’m on the A9, the main artery from 
the Central Belt into the Highlands 
of  Scotland, and around me rooks 
and carrion crows in particular 
seem the most ubiquitous of  birds. 
They insinuate themselves into the 
landscape, gathering in the fields, 
perching on and flying above the 
trees, sitting on the lines between 
telephone poles and sometimes 
sweeping down onto the road to 
pick at roadkill—rabbits, pheasants, 
an occasional deer. They play 
chicken with the cars, taking off  at 
the very last moment as cars speed 
towards them at 60 miles an hour.
Crows abound in Scotland. There 
are rooks, carrion crows and 
jackdaws in our woods and fields; 
magpies in our cities; ravens on our 
mountains and cliffs; jays in our 
woodlands; and choughs, black with 
red, curved bills, on the islands of  
Islay and Colonsay. In the north of  
Scotland, the carrion crow makes 
way for the hooded crow, with its 
grey body and black hood, wings 
and tail. There’s a space somewhere 
between south and north where 
the ranges of  carrion crows and 
hoodies overlap—and it’s proven 
that hoodies occasionally hybridise 
with the carrion crow. When I’m 
travelling north, I always wonder 
when I’ll see my first hoodie, though 
I know that the further west I am, 
the further south they are likely to 
be. By the time I get to Sutherland, 
Scance
Craw Sunday
by Amanda Thomson
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it’s the hoodie that prevails, though 
in the future this may change. 
It’s thought that since the mid 
19th century, climate change has 
benefited carrion crows and their 
range has extended north. Some 
speculate the biggest threat to the 
survival of  the hoodie is this cousin, 
and if  we look at the numbers of  
these birds, we can see why.
In fact, the numbers of  crows in 
Scotland are astonishing. Hoodies 
exist in the tens of  thousands, but 
the numbers of  carrion crows, 
and the smaller, grey-naped 
jackdaw, number in the hundreds 
of  thousands. According to the 
Scottish Ornithologists’ Clubs 
epic, two volume Birds of  Scotland, 
Scotland has some of  the highest 
breeding densities for rooks in 
Europe, with up to half  a million 
breeding birds that rises to a 
winter population of  between one 
and one and three quarter million 
birds, with the annual winter influx 
of  European visitors. That’s a 
wintering population of  upwards 
of  two million crows.
glouk n, v. 
the sound made by crows over 
carrion
Once, up in Morayshire I saw some 
rooks rise from a field and begin 
to gather with others—enough to 
catch my attention, but nothing 
exceptional. Still, something made 
me follow them, which I did, 
guessing at which unfamiliar side-
roads to take and not knowing 
where I was going. They landed on 
the tops of  a stand of  trees beside a 
sports centre. It was towards dusk, 
and I watched, then filmed, their 
restless movements from stillness 
to flight, stillness to flight. As it 
grew dark, they took off, and when I 
turned to watch them go, I saw them 
join hundreds, perhaps thousands 
of  other crows over distant fields, 
forming a kettling mass of  black 
specks, their wingbeats unhurried, 
like slo-mo, looser versions of  
flocks of  starlings or the flights of  
knot that swarm over the water just 
beyond the shoreline. 
If  I had not filmed them I would 
not think that I had seen that many. 
Now, even with the video of  these 
rooks and jackdaws reeling lazily 
in the darkening sky, they exist as 
one of  those moments that rest 
just beyond my peripheral gaze, 
and though I’ve been back to that 
place at the same time, in another 
year, I have seen nothing like it 
again, although for two winters 
now, close to the Spey in the 
hinterlands of  Abernethy forest, 
I’ve found the same phenomenon 
and watched thousands of  rooks 
and jackdaws fly in in waves for a 
noisy night-time roost on a pylon. 
They populate every horizontal 
girder and line the adjoining wires 
for a hundred metres, causing 
them to sag. If  something startles 
and several of  them take off, the 
reverberation quivers along the wire 
like a Mexican wave, causing a mass 
exodus into the night sky before 
they alight on the cables once more. 
Unlike carrion and hooded 
crows, who tend to stay in pairs or in 
family groups, rooks and jackdaws 
are known for their gregariousness 
and tendency to flock, and that’s 
what I saw and heard these 
gloamings. During the day, many 
of  these birds can be found on 
the fringes of  woodlands. Crows 
have been described as edgeland 
species, and they flit between the 
trees and the fields they feed in. 
What I saw that dusk in Morayshire 
and near the Spey were rooks 
and jackdaws gathering together 
before they poured into nearby 
woodlands to roost overnight in 
the tops of  the trees, and what I 
heard was the lower gutteral calls of  
the rooks mingling with the higher 
pitched sounds of  the jackdaws in 
outrageous cacophony.
Actually, words mostly fail to 
describe the insistent penetration 
of  their calls, though bird books 
have to try. The Collins Bird Guide 
describes the call of  the rook as 
being ‘hoarse, nasal, noisy croaks 
without open rolling r-sound of  
carrion crows, more grinding and 
irascible “geaah,” “geeeh,” “gra 
gra grah.”’ The Mitchell Beazley 
Field Guide states the rook’s 
‘prolonged “kaak” call is higher 
pitched than [a carrion] Crow’ and 
describes the jackdaw as having 
‘ringing “keeack” and “kyaw” calls 
in its wide vocabulary.’ The Collins 
guide further describes the jackdaw 
as having ‘a jolting “kya,” readily 
repeated in energetic series, harder 
“kyack!” drawn out “kyaar” and 
slightly harsher, “tschreh”’ though 
goes on to note ‘details and volume 
vary with mood.’ The mood, to 
me, seems to always hover between 
irascibility and tetchiness and there’s 
a perpetual restlessness to the air, in 
movement and in sound.
rook:  
a disturbance, uproar; a 
noisy company; a set of  
boisterous companions; 
a house swarming with 
inmates.
The Edinburgh Encyclopaedia, an 
eighteen volume tome published in 
the 1830s, contains a more lyrical 
description of  a chorus of  rooks: 
‘The rook has but two or three 
notes, and makes no great figure 
in a solo; but when he performs 
in concert, which is his chief  
delight, these notes, though rough 
in themselves, being intermixed 
with those of  the multitude, have, 
as it were, their ragged edges worn 
off, and become harmonious when 
softened in the distant air.’  
Still, there’s more to what draws 
me to these birds. Perhaps it is their 
very blackness, and their other(ed)-
yet-connectedness. Crows have 
always spoken to, and had a close 
relationship with, us humans. They 
speak to our humanity and our 
connections to nature. When I look 
at them, I see their intelligence, 
their co-operation and their power. 
How they control the air and 
wind currents above a stand of  
trees. But I’m also aware of  their 
association with domains more 
disquieting and unnerving. It is, 
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after all, an unkindness of  ravens; 
a murder of  crows. The language 
of  crows pulls us into a myriad of  
different eras, frames of  reference, 
attitudes and realms both everyday 
and preternatural; to the facts and 
fictions of  them and how they 
continue to speak, and to crow, to 
us.
A craw’s nest means a robber’s 
den in old Scots; to sit like a craw 
in the mist, is to sit in the dark. 
To have a craw (in one’s throat) 
means to have a strong craving 
for drink, esp. that induced by a 
night’s debauch. In the Edinburgh 
Encyclopaedia, they are described as 
follows, ‘For the most part they 
are sagacious, active, and faithful 
to one another, living in pairs, and 
forming a sort of  society, in which 
there appears something like a 
regular government and concert in 
the warding off  threatened danger.’ 
And though the word rookery now 
refers to their night-time roosts, 
in the 18th and 19th centuries, a 
rookery was also a slang term used 
for a slum. Thus Thomas Beames 
wrote in 1852, ‘Doubtless there is 
some analogy between these pauper 
colonies and the nests of  the birds 
from whom they take their name; 
the houses for the most part high 
and narrow, the largest possible 
number crowded together in a 
given space.’ The anthropologist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss suggested that 
the raven is a mediator between 
life and death. Max Porter’s recent 
and beautiful Grief  is the Thing with 
Feathers, brings Crow to a father and 
two sons bereaving the sudden loss 
of  a mother. Says his Crow, ‘I find 
humans dull except in grief. There 
are very few in health, disaster, 
famine, atrocity, splendour or 
normality that interest me (interest 
ME!) but motherless children do. 
Motherless children are pure crow. 
For a sentimental bird it is ripe, 
rich and delicious to raid such a 
nest.’  Liz Lochead has a corbie 
commentator in her play, Mary 
Queen of  Scots Got Her Head Chopped 
Off. ‘National bird: the crow, the 
corbie, le corbeau, moi! How me? 
Eh? Eh? Eh? Voice like a choked 
laugh. Ragbag o a burd in ma black 
duds, aw angles and elbows and 
broken oxter feathers, black beady 
een in ma executioner’s hood. No 
braw, but ah think ah hae some sort 
of  black glamour?.’  
Research has found that crows can 
remember faces, and have been 
shown to ‘hold grudges.’ Other 
work has found that American 
crows have ‘funerals’—or at least, 
will stay close to their dead for 
a time, perhaps to see if  they can 
learn what constituted the threat. 
 
hoodie
 a hooded crow; a hired mourner
Rooks apparently pair for life, and 
research on rooks seems to show 
that they remain in the sites where 
they breed—some rookeries are 
many decades old—and they often 
nest in the colony where they were 
born. Such reliability and loyalty to 
place may explain why in auld Scots 
the first Sunday in March used to 
be referred to as Craw-Sunday, the 
date when crows were traditionally 
supposed to start nest-building, 
or, as D. Gilmour wrote in 1873, 
‘that day when crows commenced 
housekeeping for the year.’ 
 
Old Scottish phrases speak of
crow collectivity: 
a craw’s bridal  
a craw’s court 
a waddin o’ craws  
a jet-tribe 
A more ambiguous relationship 
or perhaps distrust of  them can 
further be seen in the older Scots 
tongue: A corbie-messenger was a 
messenger who returns either not 
at all, or too late, and the adjective 
hoodock meant ‘foul and greedy, 
like a hoody or carrion crow,’ or 
‘miserly.’ Their presence, symbolism 
and sometimes their nuisance, has 
been noted over hundreds of  years. 
P. Hume Brown, in A Short History 
of  Scotland, writes that during the 
reign of  James I (1406-1437) ‘There 
must also have been great numbers 
of  crows in Scotland in those days, 
as a very curious law shows us. 
Every landlord was commanded 
to kill the young crows every year, 
as, when they grew up they did so 
much damage to the crops. If  the 
landlord did not obey this law, then 
the tree in which the crows had built 
their nests was to be taken from him 
by the king. If  the landlord liked, 
however, he could fell the tree and 
pay a fine of  five shillings.’ Crows 
are still considered a ‘pest species’ 
today, and, with a licence, they can 
be trapped or shot. 
The cawing of  carrion crows in 
the morning was thought by some 
to be an indicator of  fine weather to 
come, though conversely, according 
to another 19th century source, if  
a crow flies over a dunghill, bad 
weather is coming.
For all the gregariousness and 
sociability we see in rooks and 
jackdaws in particular, it’s hard 
to shift the malevolence often 
associated with the bigger crows 
in particular.  Even now, the Collins 
Bird Guide describes rooks’ nests as 
looking like ‘large witches’ brooms.’ 
But it’s the crows’ relationship with 
carrion that defines most of  our 
perceptions of  their appetites and 
character: an old Scots word for a 
carrion crow is gore-craw, and the 
old folk song, Twa Corbies, or another 
version, Three Ravens, describes the 
birds wondering where they will eat, 
before they feed on the body of  a 
newly dead knight they see lying in 
a field. 
Back to the 19th century and the 
Edinburgh Encyclopaedia describes 
crow predation and their eating 
habits in florid detail: ‘In spring, 
they greedily devour the eggs of  
quails and partridges, and are so 
dexterous as to pierce them and 
carry them on the point of  their bill 
to their young. Even fish and fruits 
are not unsuitable to their palate. 
They often attack the eyes of  dying 
animals, destroy weakly lambs, and, 
when pressed with hunger, will even 
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pursue birds on the wing.’ Rooks, 
they warn, ‘not only attack the eyes 
of  lambs and diseased sheep, but 
of  horses that have got entangled 
in bogs.’ Seton Gordon, writing in 
the early 20th century, describes the 
voraciousness of  a hooded crow: ‘a 
newly-dropped lamb or a sickly ewe 
may be set upon by a number of  
grey crows and the unlucky victim’s 
eyes pulled out while the breath is 
still in the body. To the shepherds 
of  the western coasts he is the 
embodiment of  evil. To them he 
is An t-eun Acarachd—“the bird 
without compassion”—and they 
name him truly indeed.’ 
And yet. Although crows have 
long been accused of  such heinous 
acts, the reality is that mostly, 
their diet is relatively benign. The 
jackdaw eats mainly invertebrates 
and occasionally seeds and carrion, 
though it can also prey on the nests 
of  hedgerow and garden birds. The 
hooded crow has been blamed for 
killing game birds and lambs, though 
more recent research has disputed 
this. Rooks, though they do eat 
carrion, also feed on invertebrates, 
and in the winter in particular, 
cereal grains. Some carrion crows, 
in winter, ‘use intertidal areas to 
feed on shellfish.’ These are smart, 
opportunistic birds.
gore-crow 
the carrion crow  
More mystically perhaps, according 
to a 19th century Scots dictionary, 
A Craw’s Court is described as ‘A 
court of  judgment held by crows.’ 
The entry goes on to describe how, 
‘Numbers [of  crows] are seen to 
assemble on a particular hill or field, 
from many different points. On 
some occasions the meeting does 
not appear to be complete before 
the expiration of  a day or two. As 
soon as all the deputies have arrived, 
a very general noise and croaking 
ensue, and shortly after, the whole 
fall upon one or two individuals, 
whom they persecute and beat until 
they kill them. When this has been 
accomplished, they quietly disperse.’
In another version, Seton 
Gordon describes how a ‘craas’ 
court’ of  hoodies ‘convened’ every 
springtime in the Shetland islands: 
‘A large flock of  Hoodies appear 
from all directions. Apparently the 
court is held for the purpose of  
dealing out sentences to certain 
Crows who have been guilty of  
some offence, for after an hour 
or so of  deliberation the whole 
assembly turn fiercely on certain 
individuals and peck them to death.’
There are times when I’m out at dusk 
and I first hear, then when I look up, 
see, restless dins of  crows—rooks 
and jackdaws—rising above fields 
and deuking above and in between 
trees, and their insistence makes me 
turn and seek out where they land, 
sometimes walking through woods 
to find the source of  the racket.
The Conversation
Jackie Kay &
Jessica Brough &
Alycia Pirmohamed &
Jay G Ying
We met Jackie Kay and Jess Brough at 
The Balmoral in Edinburgh while Jackie 
was in town for a meeting with Parliament 
to discuss the rest of her tenure as Scottish 
Makar. Later that evening at the Creative 
Edinburgh Awards, Jess would win the 
Independent Award for Fringe of Colour. 
Having worked together in the past, their 
conversation flowed easily as we split an 
afternoon tea. It was not lost on us as we 
sat in that rarefied dining room that we 
were the only people of colour. Fleetingly, 
we wondered what must the other guests 
and staff think about four people of colour 
sat in the centre of the room, laughing 
boldly, talking loudly about the necessity 
of non-white spaces and initiatives. Our 
interview ended with Jess asking the 
final, burning question, “did you watch 
the L Word?” (Jackie did); what came 
before was a generous conversation about 
uplifting the voices of writers of colour and 
the crucial activism of black, queer writers 
in Scotland throughout the decades. 
Alycia Pirmohamed: What’ve 
you written recently where you 
both really enjoyed the process of 
writing?
Jackie Kay: I wrote this piece 
recently called The Long View to 
celebrate 20 years of the Scottish 
Parliament, and I liked writing that 
piece because I think of my job as 
Makar as being a job to reflect the 
voices of many people—not just my 
own. I wrote that poem to contain 
multiple voices: some sections were 
translated into Gaelic, some of it 
into Sign Language, and some of it 
was sung by the Black Scottish jazz 
singer Suzanne Bonnar. So, there 
was me performing it alongside a 
Gaelic boy from Lewis, a woman 
from the Deaf Community and a 
singer! I like trying to capture some 
of the achievements of the Scottish 
Parliament in these different 
tongues
AP: Did you find that process of 
writing in different voices difficult?
JK: I listen to a lot of Gaelic poetry. 
I listen to a lot of Sorley MacLean, 
to the rhythms and speech patterns. 
And I read a lot of translations. I 
tried to write the piece that was 
going to be translated into Gaelic in 
a way so that it would be translation-
friendly. It was the same for Sign 
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Language: I know a bit about Sign 
and I read a lot about the way the 
language works, so I tried to think 
of units of thoughts that would suit 
translation into Sign. You know 
you write differently for the singing 
voice than for the speaking voice? I 
also tried to make the bits I wrote 
for the singing voice...
Jessica Brough: Lyrical
JK: Yeah, lyrical by using more 
rising vowels at the end so I could 
help Suzanne in her task of putting 
it into music. It was already musical.
Jay G Ying: Your work has 
always been quite interested in 
language, voices and song. I am 
thinking, especially, of Trumpet 
with its emphasis on jazz, as well 
as Bantam which incorporates 
old Scots, modern Scots and Igbo 
in its verses, for example. Do you 
feel particularly drawn to that 
polyphony
JK: Yeah, I do. I feel really drawn to 
a sense of multi-voiceness because 
I think that our identities are 
complex, and we live in a country 
that does not necessarily reflect 
ourselves back and has not found 
a way of reflecting the narrative of 
all of our complex stories by people 
of diverse backgrounds, people of 
colour. So, I am really interested 
in creating a number of—a range 
of—different voices and saying 
these voices are not mutually 
exclusive: they are inclusive in some 
way. It is all about the voice really; 
it is all about creating different 
voices and hearing them, hearing 
the stories because we need to hear 
new stories in Scotland. We need to 
change the record and change the 
point at which we reclaim a story. 
That feels like part of my life’s work 
in a way: to tune in and listen to the 
complex range of different accents, 
dialects and voices that makes up 
this country we live in. 
JB: Actually, the last thing I wrote 
was a poem! I have only just started 
writing poetry because of Nadine 
Aisha Jassat who runs Create 
and Connect, a creative writing 
workshop series. I decided to join, 
and I finished a poem for the first 
time—which is very exciting
JK: Congratulations!
JB: Thank you! Usually, I read 
poetry and I just think that poetry 
is something you have to be taught 
how to do but Nadine really made 
it accessible. The poem is all about 
language. It’s called Sapir-Whorf 
which is the name of a hypothesis 
in psycholinguistics, the topic of 
my PhD. Basically, we struggle to 
think of concepts we don’t have 
words for so it’s hard to think of 
what you cannot say, and it’s hard 
to say what you cannot think. The 
poem is about the struggle to define 
a relationship that doesn’t have 
the right language to talk about it. 
There are references to these old 
languages, sometimes called ‘one, 
two, many languages,’ spoken by a 
few tribes in the world who don’t 
have words for numbers above two, 
although they can still count to ten, 
a hundred or whatever. The poem 
challenges this hypothesis, saying 
that we don’t have words for this 
relationship but that doesn’t mean 
that it’s not real or that it’s not 
tangible.
JGY: Maybe you both could talk 
about how you met through the 
Resisting whiteness conference 
last year? And, Jess, what was 
the process of organising the 
conference like?
JB: So, we met because I accosted 
Jackie at the Fruitmarket Gallery! 
She was doing a reading, and I very 
quickly printed off an invitation 
letter and put it in an envelope.
JK: Yeah, that was smart!
JB: I sat in the front row. And then 
Jackie sat down in the front row, 
and I just slid it over! Eventually, 
we set up the conference, and 
Jackie was able to participate. It 
was a real joy to listen back to the 
recording because there was so 
much laughter. 
JK: It was a great thing to be part 
of. For me it felt like if I had access 
to that kind of conference when I 
was your age, it would have made 
such a difference to me. I was 
just thinking about the different 
conversations that are now possible 
and taking place in Scotland, and 
how vibrant and exciting it is that 
there are different kindreds to be 
found and different conversations 
to be had.
JB: When you were my age, were 
you going to similar events to 
Resisting whiteness? Where could 
you go in order to find them?
JK: There was a conference that I 
went to when I was I think 19, or 20, 
which was called the Organisation 
of Women of African and Asian 
descent, the OWAAD conference, 
in 1983. And then we formed this 
Black Lesbian Group, so I met 
lots and lots of different women of 
colour, who had all been brought 
up in different parts of the country 
from Gloucester to Sheffield... but 
I didn’t actually meet any other 
Scottish women there apart from 
one. I met Maud Sulter. I met a 
lot of people who I have been 
friends with ever since, like Ingrid 
Pollard, the photographer, and Gail 
Lewis, the social thinker. Many life 
changing, life forming, life defining 
friendships.
JB: Was that a specific decision 
to create a separate group for 
black lesbians who were a part of 
OWAAD at the time?
JK: Yes, it was because I think we 
felt that people didn’t understand 
our experience. We felt that we 
needed another—a different kind 
of forum to talk about certain 
topics.
JB: I think that’s still true now. 
I think it can be really difficult 
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to talk about all these complex 
realities in one big group, which is 
why we are always seeing splinter 
or fringe groups coming off the 
back of a main organisation. Some 
people look at that as a negative, 
but I disagree. You can still be a 
part of the main group, but you are 
also carving out a really necessary 
space for yourself elsewhere. This 
was one of the aims we were also 
doing with the Resisting whiteness 
conference. It can be hard to 
find time to go deeper into those 
necessary conversations when 
there is so much to discuss. I 
found learning about OWAAD 
really interesting. I’ve got a copy of 
The Heart of the Race and, even 
in that book, I struggle to find 
any reference to the experiences 
of black lesbians at the time. It 
is a brilliant book, but I am also 
looking for this other information 
and wondering whether that needs 
to be a separate book?
JGY: I think when you are young 
finding these groups can be so 
helpful and make you feel very 
hopeful about life. There’s a sincerity 
to forming these connections even 
if you are not doing totally radical 
stuff all the time: the space itself is 
productive and generative. 
JB: I think it’s about intimacy 
as well. I think you want to find 
people in your circle who you 
can be intimate with in terms of 
sharing your experiences, your 
worries, your concerns, that maybe 
you can’t authentically talk about 
with other people. And we can’t 
take that for granted. That’s why I 
feel very protective over the idea of 
safe spaces because if you take that 
away then you take that ability away 
from people to share the things 
they’ve got on their chest with 
people who get it. That silencing is 
very damaging. 
AP: There is the Writers of Colour 
group at the Scottish Poetry 
Library, which Jess has come to, 
and Resisting whiteness, which you 
were both involved with. Both of 
these initiatives provide safe spaces 
for people of colour. Why are spaces 
for people of colour led by people 
of colour so important? Some of it 
is about trust and the conversations 
we can have in those spaces. But, 
specifically, when we perform in 
predominantly white spaces, how 
does that white audience affect our 
performances or creative process?
JK: It depends because, performing 
all over the country and the world, 
I don’t necessarily perform for 
predominantly white audiences. 
I was recently in Uganda and the 
entire audience was Black, and I 
think there was one white person 
in that audience. I think it definitely 
changes what people laugh at and 
what people find funny. And that 
can be really wonderful when 
people just get it and there’s no need 
to explain anything—it just comes. 
But I really like the idea that my 
work will make connections with 
people regardless of their different 
backgrounds. Recently, when Red 
Dust Road was made into a play, 
lots of people kept coming up to 
me of all different colours and 
backgrounds and ages saying thank 
you for telling my story. They all 
felt that their story had been told. 
A whole range of different people 
felt represented, and that kind of 
amazed and pleased me. I just like 
the idea of the work getting out to 
as wide a readership as possible
JB: I grew up in London but, as 
a queer Black person, when I read 
Red Dust Road, I felt like this book 
was written specifically for me, and 
only me. That’s one of the most 
beautiful things about that book: it 
just connects with so many people.
JGY: Jackie, when you were writing 
Red Dust Road, how much were 
you thinking about your reader, 
about who would read your book 
after it was published? 
JK: I didn’t really think about 
what people would think. I was 
really thinking about the real 
people who were in it that I knew. 
Because it was a memoir I was 
worried if any of them would feel 
I had infringed upon their rights to 
privacy or misrepresented them or 
mistold their story. That was really 
important to me. Once I got that 
right, it felt like then it could be 
everyone’s story outside of the book. 
That happened quite quickly so as 
soon as the book was published it 
seemed to find its readers. I think 
of writing and reading as a call and 
response. When you write a book 
and it finds its readers, it’s almost 
like a response to something you’ve 
sent out. You throw something out 
and something comes back, and 
that process of something coming 
back, you never can—you can’t 
bank on it happening, I mean you 
can sort of plan to happen. And 
if you did plan for it to happen, it 
might not happen at all. It’s very 
strange. I mean you can’t set out to 
write a universal story for instance, 
you can only be particular. And 
you can hope that very particularity 
makes the story universal for 
lots of people. But it comes from 
the particular. I think that’s an 
interesting relationship between 
the particular and the universal—
what makes it possible?
JB: That’s the interesting thing 
between memoir and poetry, the 
ethics behind how much you can 
put in of other people. Is it okay 
to write about somebody who 
maybe isn’t in your life anymore, or 
the relationship has ended? If it’s 
memoir and you’re talking about it 
from a purely factual perspective, 
or in poetry where you can be a 
bit more fancy about it and maybe 
more fictional. Is that okay?
JK: I always say never have a writer 
in your family, never be best friends 
with a writer.
JB: Never date a poet!
JK: The ethics of what you can 
write about and what you can’t 
write about is a personal decision. 
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What you don’t say becomes just 
as important as what you do say 
and what you withhold. And the 
spaces you choose to be silent, 
the areas around you choose to be 
silent are as important as the ones 
where you choose to speak. I don’t 
think there’s a sort of rulebook or 
textbook on it. I think it just has 
to do with whether you feel you’re 
comfortable with what you’ve 
revealed, whether you feel it’s 
breaking a trust or whether you feel 
it’s your story to tell. I think that 
often if it feels like it’s your story 
to tell then I think that it’s worth 
taking the risk and sorting out 
the other things separately … and 
disguising things enough.
JGY: Speaking of disguises, when 
Red Dust Road was adapted into 
a play, how did you feel about that 
theatrical transformation?
JK: It felt strange because I didn’t 
have control over how the memoir 
was adapted and some of the choices 
Tanika Gupta made weren’t choices 
that I would have necessarily 
made—so that was difficult in 
that way. Because I found that 
experience challenging for the film 
I will write the screenplay myself.
JB: I think the question of 
performance and audience is one 
of the main concerns that spurs on 
Fringe of Colour. Particularly with 
my friends who are comedians the 
idea of performing certain jokes in 
front of a majority white audience 
versus performing jokes that are 
maybe like very specifically about 
Blackness or being a person of 
colour at the Edinburgh Fringe 
is a different experience entirely. 
Writing fiction and nonfiction 
gives you the freedom to not 
have to always think about your 
audience whereas if you are on a 
stage performing something like a 
comedy or a monologue and you 
are looking at faces in the crowd, 
it psychologically does impact 
you. I am not a performer but the 
conversations I have had with some 
people who are a part of Fringe 
of Colour have focused on the 
importance of seeing people with 
whom you’ve hoping to connect 
with in your audience. If you’ve 
written something about them, 
about you, you want to share that 
with people—that’s who you want 
to see in the seats facing you. And 
they’re the people who are going to 
laugh at the right jokes and cry at 
the right moments. 
AP: Fringe of Colour really is 
positive on both ends because 
you get the people who get better 
access to these shows through your 
database, and also the performers 
who positively experience a more 
diverse audience.
JB: This is why it would be difficult 
to do the scheme with organisations 
that are mainly focused on shifting 
tickets. Because it’s not just about 
filling seats; it’s not just about 
getting tickets to people. It’s 
definitely a two-way interaction 
between the audience and 
performer. What can the audience 
give the performer that maybe 
they haven’t experienced before at 
Fringe; what’s the performer giving 
to someone who maybe hasn’t been 
in that space as an audience before? 
I think it’s about figuring out how 
to resist that mindset of it just being 
a capitalist endeavour of selling 
tickets or filling seats. 
JGY: I think there’s a lot of pressure 
now for debut writers of colour to 
feel pressure about how their books 
are sold, marketed, advertised, 
when actually there’s a whole 
diverse spectrum of writers doing 
different things which should be 
celebrated. I feel like we are moving 
away from the scenario of putting 
writers of colour up on pedestals 
and saying that they represent 
the Asian-British or Black-British 
experience. Do you feel that change 
as well?
JK: I think that shift is still in the 
process of happening. But I think 
the burden of representation has 
been there for a number of years 
in this country, and that can get 
very frustrating because it feels like 
you’re not afforded the luxury of 
just being a writer in the way that 
other writers are able to be writers. 
I think that’s the most challenging: 
to get your own imagination back, 
and to be able to write about what 
you want to write about completely, 
and not have to bear the burden 
of representation. I don’t think 
it’s yet achieved properly. I 
think people will still reprocess 
everything you’ve got to say into 
banner headlines, even when you’re 
avoiding banner headlines. They’ll 
put you into headlines anyway. 
And that’s the kind of thing white 
middle class writers haven’t had to 
deal with at all...
JB: There’s never a folder for 
the white middle class writer! 
‘Representation’ can be quite a 
tiring conversation, and even 
maybe ‘visibility’. Visibility can also 
sometimes feel performative. It 
should always be about connection 
really, rather than abstractly being 
visible as a non-white or queer 
person in that space
JGY: People sometimes think 
it’s just a matter of statistics, of 
increasing the ‘numbers’ of BAME 
writers but the actual goal should 
be something deeper than that, 
something structural that can 
actually effect real change instead 
of tokenisation.
JB: You can have five black writers 
in your programme, but they could 
all be horrible people! They could 
have not great politics, they could 
be writing about marginalised 
groups, they could demonise them. 
There can be so many ways of not 
having an actual positive impact. 
Thinking about Westminster, you 
can have politicians who are Black 
and Brown people who are maybe 
the first of their kind to do that 
job but if they’re sending residents 
of the UK back to countries they 
do not call home, then that’s not 
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good representation for anyone. 
It’s not really representing. It’s the 
same for Fringe of Colour. One 
of the things I did have time to 
do this year was really familiarise 
myself with people who were on 
the spreadsheet. You do get a lot 
of problematic performers who 
think that comedy is all about free 
speech and you should be allowed 
to offend anybody. I spent a lot of 
time figuring out if I wanted this 
kind of humour on the database if 
I am promoting it for people who 
are looking for work by people of 
colour to go to and they go to this 
one that is demonizing a group 
of people who are already facing 
so much difficulty. It’s not really 
something I want to promote.
JGY: Similarly, Jackie when you 
recently created your list of 10 
BAME Writers for the British 
Council—what was going through 
your head when you were going 
through that selection process?
JK: I just chose people whose 
work I really admire, whose work 
challenges me, whose work I 
think is energizing, different, has 
something to say. I wanted to 
pick people who were writing in 
different genres. Some poets, some 
short story writers, some novelists. 
Some writers that people would 
know about already, that already 
have had some kind of attention, 
and writers from all over the UK. 
I wanted to make sure I had a 
Black Welsh writer, writers based 
in Scotland and England, and 
writers across different sexualities 
as well. So I wanted to try and 
make the list as broad as possible 
but also to contain work that I 
genuinely admire. I wanted to 
get people thinking about their 
definitions of what makes a writer. 
I just recently came back from the 
Cheltenham Literature Festival, 
where there were three writers with 
me at an event: Jennifer Nansubuga 
Makumbi, Zaffar Kunial, as well 
as Eric Ngalle Charles from Wales. 
The whole place was packed out. 
It was sold out. We couldn’t get 
everyone in that wanted to come to 
the event. And that felt important. 
It felt like a fresh thing to be doing. 
I feel like my job as a writer who 
has been around for some time is 
to actually make space for other 
writers and to try and help promote 
and create the space for different 
voices to be heard. 
JB: Do you think there’s a sort of 
competitiveness within writing 
communities, or do you think 
writers generally are, innately, 
willing to bring each other up 
because you want other writers 
around you to succeed?
JK: I think it depends on the 
writer. Some older writers are 
very competitive and ungenerous 
toward younger writers, and don’t 
want to make way or make room. 
But I find the more talented the 
writer, the more likely they are 
to be generous. And that’s a big 
statement but I find it to be more or 
less true. Talented writers tend to 
welcome other writers because they 
know it’s not all about them.
JGY: What are your plans for the 
next few years being Scottish Poet 
Laureate? 
JK: I’m doing this anthology of 
young and old writers—500 poems 
about 500 places. I want to do a 
poetry empowerment day, where 
I get poets to write about issues 
that they’re debating in parliament 
and seeing whether listening to a 
poem about that issue changes how 
people think about that issue. I’ll 
hopefully set up a Makar’s malt, 
and have a message on the bottle. 
Handing that down as a tradition. 
I want to try and facilitate an 
actual conversation about race 
and set that up and find poetry’s 
way of contributing to that big 
conversation, to kind of facilitate 
the idea that Scotland needs to 
take more responsibility for its 
involvement in the slave trade 
and the past. But it also needs to 
take more responsibility for how 
it reflects a diverse population. I 
want to set up a conversation about 
that and have it filter through all 
the different art forms and political 
forms and social forms—so yeah, 
I’ve got quite a lot I would like to 
do!
JB: You’re sort of the perfect person 
to be doing that as well. There’s a lot 
of resistance I’ve found in Scotland 
of people actually wanting to 
engage with the problem. Scotland 
likes to think it is a social haven. 
But coming from someone who is 
so respected, and I know one of the 
things people really love about you, 
and what I really love about you, is 
the way that you bring joy and light 
to conversations that are quite dark, 
they’re quite serious and sometimes 
sad—but you have a way, a really 
great way of talking about them in 
ways that doesn’t make the world 
seem like it’s ending! I look to your 
work to stay hopeful.
AP: I think that’s true of both of 
you! It really shows in your actions, 
especially. The work you’ve done, 
and continue to do, is so positive, 
and that in itself makes things feel 
like they’re changing for the better.
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There is a feeling of  guilt, but it is always delayed. So it is not when you 
are in bed with him, and it is not after, not when he is holding you, all of  
him pressed against your back, or when you are in the shower together, 
or when you are laughing or drinking coffee, and it is not when you are 
saying good-bye, before you leave his flat, and it is not in the moment after 
you say good-bye when he looks at you, and you see that he looks sad. It 
is not when you are walking home, thinking of  how his skin heats under 
your hands, and it is not when you think of  how long you will have to wait 
to see him again, and how you want to see him again right now, and it is 
not when you feel that feeling like love, when something presses painfully 
inside, behind your low ribs, and you feel really, really young again, even 
though you haven’t been young for a long time. 
It is not even when you get home and walk to the kitchen to see your 
wife, standing there, stirring fruit into yoghurt, and you see her for a second 
before she realizes you are there, see her just looking out the window, with 
a look on her eyes like she is imagining herself  elsewhere. She turns to 
look at you, she smiles a little, and she puts her yoghurt down and you go 
to her and she hugs you and you feel the hard roundness of  her pregnant 
stomach against your own, something that you aren’t used to yet. You don’t 
feel guilty when you say to her that you’re sorry you didn’t come home, and 
she says ‘you know, it’s okay, you don’t have to apologize every time’. She 
is wearing a white robe, and the sun is behind her in the window, it’s in her 
hair, and there is something innocent yet strange about her, and you think 
about how she knows so much about you, that she is the keeper of  your 
specific sorrow, and thinking that hurts a little. ‘It’s okay,’ she repeats. What 
kind of  love had she dreamt of  as a child? What kind of  life?
But you don’t feel it, yet. You change and when you come back downstairs 
her trainer is there with her, so you ask both of  them ‘is this outfit okay?’ 
and they both tell you that it is, the trainer more enthusiastically. She is a 
model, your wife. There are always strangers in your home, dressing her, 
doing her face, her hair, photographing her. You are going to your first 
meeting with the journalist who is going to write a profile about you. You 
are meeting him at a café nearby that does smoothies and quinoa bowls 
and things like that. You spend the walk over thinking about what kind of  
drink or food you want to be seen with. Maybe not a green juice, maybe 
just a coffee. On your phone, you type your name into google because you 
assume he’s been doing the same to prepare. The top three searches are 
Jessica Widner
Married Life
for how old you are, whether you have a wife, and whether you have kids. 
This calms you down a little bit. Why are you nervous? This is hardly your 
first time. 
It’s because you just saw him, because all the things he made you feel 
are still there, just under the surface of  you, your insides alive with him, and 
you don’t know whether you can contain it all.
You look sideways at your reflection in each car window you pass. 
You’re walking fast, so each time you look you can only take in one detail, 
like the little lines around your eyes, how thick your beard has grown, the 
grey hairs at your temples, your chin. You didn’t think it would happen like 
this. You told him that once, his face cradled in your hands, ‘I didn’t think it 
would happen like this’. He looked away from you. You have been together 
so long that you sometimes feel, in your lower moments, suspicious of  
him, of  why he would hide with you like this. You ask, would I do the same 
for him? You don’t know the answer. He told you once, you have become 
my vocation. For many years now, the two of  you have been obsessed with 
the other.
Two girls pass you and one of  them turns back and asks if  she can get 
a photo. You let them take one. You smile through it. ‘He smells so good,’ 
you hear one of  them say as they walk away. You arrive at the café and are 
sat at a booth in the back. It is nearly empty. The girl who brings your menu 
pretends that she doesn’t recognize you but you know she does by the way 
her eyes keep moving over your face, afraid to rest too long. Since you are 
early, you imagine the profile will begin with ‘When I arrived at the café, 
he was drinking a…’. You still don’t know what you want. Actually, you’re 
really hungry. You want bacon and fried eggs but it’s a vegan café. You 
should have suggested a diner. If  he arrived and you were eating bacon and 
eggs you would seem like a rugged, relatable everyman. You only suggested 
this place because it was close, you hadn’t considered the optics of  it. This 
makes you feel strangely panicky. You order a black coffee. You look at 
your phone. The journalist has texted you to say that he is running late. 
And your wife has sent you a selfie of  her and the trainer, smiling and 
sweating. He hasn’t texted you. I miss you, you think. I want to be at a 
diner with you, eating greasy food and holding hands across the table. You 
think about texting him that. The thought that it can’t happen is suddenly 
unfathomably painful. You don’t want him to feel that way too so you just 
send him a couple of  heart emojis. 
The journalist arrives, a bit flustered, with some excuse about the 
subway. Once you assure him its okay he relaxes, sits down, running his 
hands through his hair. He smiles. The way he looks at you makes you 
feel exposed. You wish you could have rescheduled. He is very young, 
but there is a serious, intelligent look in his eye and you wonder if  maybe 
there are things he would rather be writing than celebrity profiles. You 
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introduce yourself, and he shakes your hand. He asks if  you’re hungry 
and you say yes, so both of  you look at the menu for a while, and when 
the server comes back he orders avocado and black beans and plantains 
and you order the same. He’s chatting kind of  offhand, until you realize 
you’re monologuing to him about your transition from action films to you 
know, more serious things, and he’s writing things down and you realize 
that you’re hardly thinking about what you’re saying, that its all coming out, 
spilling out, because they’re just lines you’ve been practicing for years. The 
food comes and you stop talking, apologize for rambling on. He smiles 
at you, shaking tabasco all over his plantains. He has long, slim hands. A 
wedding ring. You ask him how he started writing with the magazine and 
he shrugs and says he just started writing bits and pieces for them when he 
was still at NYU and went from there. 
‘Did you do journalism at NYU?’ you ask him and he laughs and says 
no, he did creative writing, but this pays better. Your phone vibrates on the 
table. You put it in your pocket. Take a bite of  your food. ‘It would be a lot 
better with cheese and sour cream,’ you say to him. While you eat, you make 
small talk. He lives in Bushwick, he tells you, and his wife is a ceramicist, 
and they have two white greyhounds. ‘Your life sounds picturesque,’ you 
say and he shrugs, says ‘look who’s talking.’
You think, you could tell him, right now. You could take your phone out 
of  your pocket and show him a picture and say, ‘This is my boyfriend’. You 
could say ‘This is my boyfriend, and we’ve been together for six years, and 
we’re in love.’ You could tell him how you met, which was actually a really 
boring story because it was at a bar, and you could tell him about how you 
had asked him to keep it a secret, because your career was really starting to 
take off  and your agent said that coming out would ruin it all, and you could 
tell him about the trips the two of  you take together, to remote beaches 
in the Balearic islands, to cabins in the Okanagan valley, to chateaus in the 
Jura, and how even though you look forward to these trips, intensely, each 
one is accompanied by fear that this will be the time some paparazzi figures 
you out, because all it will take it one photo, and you’re fucked. You could 
tell him about how you used to tell your boyfriend it would just be a few 
months more, then a few years, and how he was so patient, and how much 
you love him for that but for how unbearable it becomes, more unbearable 
every day, and you could tell him about your wife, and the paperwork, and 
the artificial insemination that she did herself  in the bathtub because you 
didn’t want anyone else to find out. 
And as you continue talking, as you talk about your colleagues, and your 
family, and your ‘art’, then you start to feel it, the guilt, guilt not being a 
strong enough word because it is like a void opening inside you, something 
without dimensions, without end. You can’t finish your food. In the middle 
of  the conversation you take your phone out right there at the table, and 
say ‘Excuse me,’ and you text him: ‘I’m so sorry, can I come over later?’ and 
you leave your phone face up on the table, but you know he won’t text back 
because he’ll be in a session. You force yourself  to keep eating. You order 
another coffee because your first one has gotten cold. You think: Don’t I 
have enough money? You think: This isn’t a game. This is my life. 
Once the conversation is finished, you and the journalist walk outside 
and stand in front of  the café. It is sunny, the street dappled. He asks what 
you’re going to do now and you say the gym. He shakes your hand again, 
and says it was really nice to meet you and he’ll see you again soon. You 
stand outside the café until he has walked down the street and disappeared 
around the corner. Then you worry that this will have made it seem like 
you are hiding a smoking habit. Your phone rings and you feel so happy 
to see his name there on the screen, that the guilt subsides and you answer 
and tell him how happy you are that he’s called you and that you’re sorry. 
‘You’re always apologizing,’ he says, laughing. 
‘I’m a human apology,’ you say, ‘Can I come see you?’
‘I’ve got a couple more clients, but I’ll be done by four,’ he says, his 
voice softening, and you know he can hear it in your voice, the guilt, the 
heavy thing that’s filling your limbs. 
‘Why don’t we meet for dinner?’ you ask.
‘I don’t want anyone taking my picture.’
‘I’ll say you’re my friend. My cousin.’
‘I hate when you call me your cousin,’ but he’s laughing at you and he 
says yes, he’ll meet you later for dinner and you hang up and start walking 
home, feeling happier and less guilty even though nothing has really 
changed. At home your wife is lying on the sofa in her robe, heavy-limbed, 
feline. A young woman is sitting on a stool next to the sofa, holding her 
left hand. When you get closer you see that she is doing her nails. Your 
wife smiles at you when she sees you. She always smiles at you. There is not 
much going on under the surface of  her, you think, and then feel terrible 
for thinking something so cruel after all the extraordinary kindness she 
shows you every day. She isn’t interested in sex, which is why she does this 
for you. She likes her career, her house, her clothes. She wants the baby. 
She has never wanted sex, she told you, never in her life. Sometimes you 
feel that she is your best friend. But now looking at the way the woman 
doing her nails is leaning forward, the tiny stool she sits on, and thinking 
of  how uncomfortable she must be, you feel very distant from her. You 
wonder what kind of  mother she will be, which delays for a moment the 
thought you have been having most often lately – what kind of  father you 
will be.
Then the guilt comes back, rising up inside you. You feel as if  you will 
be sick. Your mouth is dry, and the taste of  old coffee becomes unbearable. 
You go upstairs to brush your teeth. You are thinking about him, always 
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thinking about him. About holding a door open for him to push a stroller 
through, about watching him look down at the baby, his face rapt and open 
and tender, taking the tiny hand in his. Our baby, you think, saying it out 
loud quietly to yourself, our baby. Another thing that can never happen. It 
will be her baby. That is what you already agreed upon. If  your arrangement 
stops working out, if  you divorce, she will take the baby with her. A baby. 
A whole human life. 
You are panicking now. You sit at the side of  the tub, hands in fists at 
your thighs. Still panicking after all these years. Something you should have 
outgrown by now. But, maybe, in a way, you haven’t grown up at all really. 
That scared teenager. That coiled fear, still living in you, an animal that you 
keep feeding. You lift the collar of  your shirt to your nose and inhale. You 
started wearing the same aftershave as him recently, because the smell of  
it calmed you down. Why are you so scared? You have lived inside this lie 
for too long. The house, the baby. Too many things to lose. You will love 
them, the baby, you know. And once you love them, you won’t want them 
to live inside this lie with you. 
Your breath has slowed now. You are sinking back into something. You 
get up and look in the mirror. Then you go to your bedroom and change 
into your gym clothes, and you go downstairs and tell your wife you’re 
going to the gym, and that you’ll be back in a few hours. Mechanisms of  
passing the time when you are not with him. Willing it to go faster so that 
you can see him again. Everything else unreal. Simulated. Ironic.
Once the gym and the shower are done, once you are changed and 
you smell good, and you’ve said good-bye to your wife, you get in the taxi 
which takes you to the restaurant, the restaurant you chose because you 
really like it, because they have excellent steak tartare and they serve that 
rust-coloured wine that he loves, not because it is particularly secretive. He 
is standing outside leaning against the red brick wall, and you watch him 
for a second while the taxi driver gets your change. The sunset light making 
his skin all golden. His long limbs. It is as if  you dreamt him. He turns his 
head and sees you through the car window and smiles. You feel so calm. 
You get out of  the car and go to him and you can see in his eyes that he 
wants to kiss you, and you want to also, so badly that you almost do it, but 
instead you touch his shoulder and look away from his face, because it is 
overwhelming, and you say, ‘Let’s go inside.’
My beautiful brown boy, welcome to your world, my love, my sweet 
sweet child. Let me teach you words, hold your tongue, hold your hand 
as you cross the road, as you leap over the cracks. 
Don’t fall in, don’t fall for it son. 
Let me hold you until you fall asleep in my arms. 
Let me let you dream, dream, dream, my boy. 
I’ll fight the demons, the nightmares gathering 
in black shirts, in combat boots, in high vis vests 
in hipster yellow t-shirts, wrapped in flags 
in suits and in brass button uniform. 
Let me give you night light and night light and night light 
to comfort you in the darkness, to light your way home.
Let me teach you the secret histories of  you and I 
that sit in the underground vaults  
let me knit those stories 
to bullet proof  vest for you. 
Let me tell you that the monsters are not under your bed.
They are not confined to the pages of  fairy tales. Let me show you 
where they are, who they are, teach you their secret codes.
 
Let me show you how to avoid them, to pacify them, let me teach you 
to eat the injustice, to swallow it and to later spit it up
into your Grandmother’s jewelled spitoon 
it’s your colonial legacy, son. 
My beautiful brown boy, my sweet son, welcome to your world. 
Hannah Lavery 
Baptism
(from Lament for Sheku Bayoh)
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Safe space, they had said, like it was a given
like it was safe to be all of  your choices. 
The good of  you. The bad of  you. The ugly  
like all of  you would be free here. That we would judge you 
as we judged ourselves. 
 
Holding space, a door held open, safe space, they had said 
but that space so easily dissolves, like sugar boiled, our hurt floods 
through the air vents, rises up from shelves lined with good intent 
and entitled anthologies titled, Hear me. 
 
Patchy, patches worn like the way my skin is browner there 
lighter there, like sun dapples, negligible in whispers 
looks given to us like apology, hiding their eyebrows raised 
eyes rolled exchanges as they let us in to space left in corners, 
in rooms that once stored boxes. 
And she finds me there declares herself  an ally 
like I am to congratulate her. Mistakes me 
taking the knee as worship, as gratitude, not defiance. 
Not power. Offers me her voice and replaces mine. 
Gives me, helping hand and I think to bite it but I am full. Full of  it.
They are screaming it’s satire from the front pages 
his face pink, hair cut like Trump. As if  I wouldn’t recognise 
the handshake secret there. The dog whistle, remember 
my funny tinge. Remember, half  of  me is trained to hear it. 
The Uber driver gets drenched and lays down in some daft protest
stopping the kiddies on their taxi parade, we say, what an arse, they say
for fuck’s sake look at that paki. Some, och! he’s having a bad day 
and I think of  all those bad days, as they block him on their Uber, and say 
Christ! 
Uber drivers, as if  I don’t know what they are really saying is, they are not 
from around here. That the welcome, that the belonging is conditional, 
skin deep. 
Hannah Lavery
Safe Space
(From The Lament for Sheku Bayoh)
Safe here, in this place, this safe place, and we say, to our wayward sons, 
our daft lads
the lads. Come on pal, take it easy son. What‘ve you taken son? What you 
on, son? You cannae be out here, off  you face son, but they saw black 
man, said black man and they saw, terrorist said terrorist. Sorted it, in 
thirty seconds, over in five minutes. See it, say it, sorted. 
And we said safe place, safe place -aye? But it so quickly turns bitter. 
Hostile. Shifts. 
It shifts, spinning. Spinning the wheel of  fortune to shut door. Our 
Welcome, that belonging 
on condition.  This is a safe place, we said, like it was a given. Generously 
given. 
Like it was safe to be all of  your choices. The good of  you. The bad of  
you. The ugly, like all of  you would be free here. That we would judge 
you as we judged ourselves. 
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Varias veces en el año mis dedos rozan las páginas de Elogio de la sombra. 
Junichiro Tanizaki no sabrá que lo he leído tanto que basta que mis 
dedos zureen sobre las páginas para que las palabras suenen como el eco 
inconfundible de las campanas en un templo de Kioto.  En las cálidas 
mañanas del Caribe, al amparo de una luz que poco alcanza, mis ojos 
descubren un tokonoma imposible. Yo, que no he tenido fortuna que 
derrochar, que ninguna doncella atravesó por mí la majestuosidad de 
un jardín japonés, que ningún guerrero hizo promesa de ganar para este 
siervo un templo sagrado, que ni siquiera el fuego de las lámparas copiará 
la silueta inexacta de mi cuerpo, he tenido que contemplar mi vida con la 
misma paciencia con que un granjero se asoma a la ventana y ve florecer un 
cerezo.  Varias veces, repito, mis dedos rozan estas páginas que el tiempo 
desdibuja y pienso en la belleza como una estación efímera, un claro de 
luna, una gota que refleja en su esplendor de gota ensimismada, el universo 
que la contiene.  Pocas veces rozamos la belleza unos instantes. Cuando 
el té perfuma las pequeñas vasijas y el tokonoma permanece delimitando el 
espectáculo de la luz y de la sombra, hay un momento para pensar que todo 
está allí como soñado por los dioses, que no hay nada fortuito, que alguien, 
mucho siglos antes, escribió esta historia que hoy daríamos por nuestra.
Carlos Pintado
Elogio de la Sombra
A few times per year my fingers brush the pages of  In Praise of  Shadows. 
Junichiro Tanizaki won’t know that I’ve read it so often that it’s enough 
for my fingers to whisper over the pages for the words to resound like the 
unmistakable echo of  the bells of  a Kyoto temple. On warm Caribbean 
mornings, by a weak light, my eyes discover an impossible tokonoma. I, who 
have not had a fortune to squander, for whom no maiden has crossed 
the majesty of  a Japanese garden, to whom no warrior made promises of  
winning a sacred temple for this humble servant, who not even the lamp’s 
flames will copy the inexact silhouette of  my body, I’ve had to contemplate 
my life with the same patience with which a farmer approaches the 
window and sees a cherry tree burst into blossom. A few times, I repeat, 
my fingers brush these pages that time has blurred and I think of  beauty 
as an ephemeral season, a claire de lune, a droplet that reflects, within its 
splendour of  its self-absorbed contemplation, the universe that contains it. 
It’s rare that we touch beauty for a few moments. When the tea perfumes 
the tiny pots and the tokonoma remains outlining the spectacle of  light and 
shadow, there is a moment for thought that everything is there as dreamed 
by the gods, that nothing is fortuitous, that someone, many centuries 
before, wrote this story that today we’d take for our own.
Carlos Pintado
In Praise of Shadows
(translated by Lawrence Schimel)
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Part I—Aguantar (To endure) 
Clad in two layers of  socks and stuffed into plastic sandals, the old man’s 
feet rest on the footrest of  his wheelchair. Across from him, on the other 
side of  the tin-roof  shelter, the girl is transfixed. Her eyes run through the 
creases of  the old man’s sandals, caressing the clean plastic, surprised not 
to find pebbles to unpick. She attempts to slide them off  his feet with her 
mind. They don’t budge. Maybe I can give him mine, she thinks, offer his 
as a gift for mamá whose sandals, just like the girls,’ have long given way to 
the pavement.
The small loaf  of  bread on her hand has been getting a little sweaty. 
Her stomach is hollow; her breadth draws its shape inside of  her every 
other second. Still, she wants to pace herself. She wants to wait. She repeats 
to mamá that everything is ok. The milky coffee on her other hand trembles 
a little, ripples expanding on its surface. Around her, people move about, 
coming in and out, laying down to rest wherever they find an empty space. 
Twelve, the girl thinks as she notices a young man crying to himself  
against one of  the shelter’s walls. Someone puts a hand on his shoulder 
and squeezes without looking at the young man’s face, knowing without 
asking what there is to cry about. Twelve, she counts, the number of  young 
men she has seen cry in the open so far—twelve. Her brother once swore 
on her abuela’s life that he had never shed a single tear, not even when 
he was born. She’s counting for him. Counting to tell him that it does 
happen, that she has seen it. She’ll tell him once they meet again in Perú. 
She stopped asking where Perú is two days ago when mamá grabbed her 
hand and walked with her in silence, keeping close to the trail of  people 
weaving up the mountains. When they stopped for the night, mamá sat 
her down on the side of  the road and hugged her for what felt like hours, 
trembling like abuela does.
She takes a small bite of  the bread, dry and delicious, and she washes 
it down with the lukewarm coffee. The old man has noticed her and is 
drawing shapes with the shadows of  his hands on the redbrick wall of  the 
shelter. She smiles when she recognises a bunny.
People file in as the rain picks up outside. A woman with a baby tied 
to her back and two children flanking her sides rushes over to the girl, 
knocking without noticing the old man’s shadow bunny. They stop in front 
Ni Allá Ni Acá 
Sherezade García Rangel of  the girl, droplets mark their spot on the cement. A fat raindrop falls on 
the girl’s toe. She brushes it off  and the movement loosens the strap from 
the sole of  her sandal. The girl bends down to cover her foot, but mamá has 
seen what happened and comes over.
  ‘Are you alright, mi amor? You still haven’t finished your meal?’
The girl nods as mamá pries her fingers off  her toes and wriggles the 
strap back into the sandal. It comes loose once more, the hole too wide 
to hold the strap in place. Mamá sucks in her teeth and the deep crease 
between her eyebrows returns.
  ‘Nayiber?’ asks the woman with the baby. Mamá stands up and looks 
at her. She gasps and embraces the woman. They cry a little as people do 
when they meet on the road and then they laugh, as people do after they’ve 
cried enough.
The girl watches them talk. She notices the woman’s son, a small boy, 
looking at her.
  ‘Amiga, where are you heading? I thought I heard you’d move to 
Caracas,’ mamá says.
The girl breaks the remaining bread in two. She soaks it into the milky 
coffee.
  ‘Si amiga, we did. Two months we were there. Money stopped being 
enough to eat. My sister in Medellín has been helping us. We’re headed 
there.’
The girl puts a piece of  bread on the boy’s hand. He moves his hand 
behind his mother’s legs and gives it to his sister. The girl gives the boy the 
other piece of  bread. It disappears into his mouth. He chokes a little. She 
pats his back like she has seen mamá do and gives him the last sip of  coffee. 
He drinks it and brushes his tongue with the palm of  his hand afterwards, 
to remove the bitterness of  the taste.
  ‘To Lima, amiga,’ mamá says. ‘We got the bus to San Cristóbal, abuela 
helped us pay for it. The idea is to keep moving, keep going far. If  they let 
us through.’ Mamá’s voice trembles and the woman hugs her again.
The girl feels a stab of  pain in her lower belly. It pulses for a second, 
threatening to widen like lighting. Not the dull soreness of  hunger she 
knows well. Nor the expanding emptiness it brings. No, something else. 
Mamá has remembered her sandal and bends down to check on it. She 
takes the girl’s hand to lift her up. An instinct tells the girl to remain seated. 
She has felt something slide out of  her, a thick drop, warm like fever. She 
knows. She’s been told to wait for this. She knows her dress must be wet, 
stained. Mamá lifts her up and the girl slides a defensive hand behind her. 
Seeing the gesture, mamá stops and stares at her. She too knows, a gesture 
too familiar to mistake. She exchanges a quick glance with her friend. The 
three of  them know something together. The girl blushes deeply, afraid of  
anyone else knowing this about her from a just glance. Mamá picks her up 
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and manoeuvres the sandal to cover her. ‘My girl no longer,’ she whispers 
and kisses her as she takes her away.
Sra Anna, the Colombian lady that runs the shelter out of  her own 
backyard, breaks her rules for the first time this month and lets them both 
in her house. The girl gets a shower, a new set of  clothes and the toolkit for 
being a woman. Sra Anna hugs her and says a prayer for them both. Mamá 
cries openly, too grateful to be ashamed of  the woman’s charity. 
Over the next week, on the road, the girl hears all about what it means 
to be a woman. Over the next month, they share a tent in a town square, 
deep in the Colombian rainforest.
Part II—Apoyar (To support) 
Matilda and Ben’s collection of  friends perch around the table. Anna, their 
one-year old, presides over us from her high chair. A sample of  our dinner 
is splattered across her face. Everyone makes an effort to clear the plates 
as Ben disappears to fetch our pudding. Once there’s nothing else I can do 
to help, I slide my hand into my pocket and retrieve my phone, warm and 
almost out of  battery.  
‘Any news?’ Charlie asks. She leans a little closer to notice the latest 
count. One hundred and ninety six WhatsApp messages in the last two 
hours. 
I unlock the phone and find mom’s chat. Last seen online on last Friday 
at 3 pm. Four days ago. I check Siempre Juntos, our family’s group chat. No 
news from her there either. I lock the screen and put the phone face down 
on the table. Charlie kisses the side of  my head and whispers, ‘I know she’s 
alright. You’d have learn by now if  not.’ I nod at this statement for the 
tenth time. Charlie pours more wine into my glass. I grab her hand under 
the table.
Matilda has been watching our interaction. ‘What’s going on, loves?’
‘Nothing.’ Everything. I smile and shake my head. I don’t want to get 
into this here. Not today, not with her friends.
Ben delivers a passable attempt at a cake. I finish the wine by the time 
my portion reaches me. I lift the fresh sprig of  lavender that decorates it 
and fill my lungs with its scent. I don’t feel I can eat this cake.
Ben’s brother Jack raises his voice as he opens the conversation he’s 
been having to the rest of  the table. ‘Isn’t it so, now? If  things have gone 
as I said, we wouldn’t be stuck in this mess. Three years now. I can’t even 
stand that word anymore.’
‘What, Brexit?’ Charlie prods him.
‘Argh! Quiet now, I swear.’ He downs his pint.
I attempt a bite at the cake, willing to disappear in my concentration. 
‘You there. What was your name again?’ Jack says. 
Matilda shares her best pronunciation of  it. I love that she made the 
effort to learn it.
‘Ah, nah. I’m not even going to try that. You’re from that place, aren’t 
you? The one in the news? Venezueila.’
I sigh as tiny as I can help it and nod.
‘Venezueila,’ he repeats, straightening himself. ‘That’s right. Exotic, isn’t 
it? An exotic Venezueilian woman.’
I don’t bother to smile this time. Charlie puts her arm around me.
‘I’ve been meaning to ask,’ Matilda says. ‘I heard a podcast about 
medicine shortages. You still have family there, right? Are they ok?’
‘Matilda, darling, don’t believe everything you hear,’ Jack says. People 
around the table stop to look at me. 
‘It’s a hard time,’ is all I say. All I want to say. ‘My Grandparents, aunts 
and uncles, mom and dad are still there. Oh, and one cousin. We’ve found 
a way to get the medicines with Venezuelan prescriptions in Belgium. A 
friend is taking them there now. We’re fortunate that we can still do this. 
That we can do it at all.’
She comes over and gives me a kiss. She picks up our plates and heads 
to the kitchen.
‘Venezueila has one of  the strongest social security systems in Latin 
America,’ Jack says. ‘There are medicines. You’re just falling prey to the 
sob story.’
Charlie leans over and whispers that we can leave at any time.
‘Do you think the news is accurate?’ Ben asks. 
‘They’ve been getting better. I doubt we see all that’s going on,’ I say.
‘But what is going on?’ Matilda’s co-worker asks me. She seems genuine 
and I am half-tempted to answer. 
‘It is complex. There’s been years of  medicine, food, electricity and water 
shortages. Ten million percent inflation. Diseases that were eradicated in 
the 80s are coming back. I think the number of  Venezuelans displaced has 
reached 4 million.’
My phone vibrates, a call, and as I grab it, it slides out of  my hand and 
lands on the floor. It trembles as if  trying to get away from me. One missed 
call from my uncle by the time I get a hold of  it. I excuse myself  and spend 
the next five minutes trying to get a hold of  him. No chance. By the time 
I am back, Jack is high on his soapbox about Allende, US invasions and 
coups d’etats. I walk in to his ‘It’s all a strategy for regime change’ schpiel.
‘Is that really true?’ the woman from earlier asks me.
‘The politics depend on which Venezuelan you ask,’ I say. ‘The crisis, 
though, is undeniable. It has been going on for years. An illegitimate 
government holds on to every institution at any cost. Disappeared people, 
mounting allegations of  torture. The military controls food supply and yet 
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on average Venezuelans have lost 7 kilos. The government admits child 
mortality has grown over 30%. It is bad, it is unsustainable.’
‘Oh, come on. You cannot be that naïve.’
‘Time to go,’ I say to Charlie. Jack hisses—his attempt to undermine 
not what I have said, he’s beyond that now, but me. Only comfortable 
when right, when superior, when uncontested. The mechanics of  this stale, 
cult-like, unoriginal.
Charlie gets up and we say our goodbyes. As I slide my boot on and 
Charlie opens the door, I hear Jack scream, ‘Viva la Revolución!’
At 3 am that night, I give in and declare the Night-Time Tea a fraud. Its 
bitter aftertaste still lingers. I’ve checked in on mum again, tried in vain to 
call her, left her voice notes that will remain unheard for who knows how 
long. I’ve gotten myself  up to date with all the WhatsApp messages and 
I’m scrolling to see if  I can find a sibling or a cousin awake. The benefits of  
being spread out across the world. I see my sister is online. I brush Charlie’s 
hair as I type what happened tonight. 
‘Great one to add to the collection,’ she says, accompanied by crying, 
laughing emojis. ‘You seem to have a knack to find them.’ 
That I do.
‘You have to see this. It’s hard. But you have to see it.’ She sends me a 
video where a famous Venezuelan comedian and a former newscaster have 
gone to the border in Colombia to see what’s going on. Charlie is asleep, so 
I put my headphones on and let myself  cry as I watch it. They ask a young 
woman with a young child where is she heading. ‘And now?’ the comedian 
asks. ‘Now we walk. The idea is to walk. To move as far as we can. Let’s see 
if  they let us through.’ They’re heading for Perú, over three thousand miles 
away. The newscaster kneels by the girl and notices her broken sandal. 
Together, they find a way to repair it. 
Part III—Esperar (To wait)
On the third day of  the black out, she awakes long before the day is ready. 
She doesn’t stir, she stays in bed. She can see a few stars still clinging 
on to the sky through the bars of  her bedroom window. The only light 
illuminating Caracas, she thinks as she brushes her hair with her fingertips 
across her pillow. As she waits for the sun, she tracks an imaginary map of  
the world on the wooden ceiling. In Europe, she dots a couple of  spots 
where she imagines her children, one by one, their different countries, their 
similar lives. Arms that haven’t wrapped around her in months, laughter 
she only hears chopped off  in their futile attempts at FaceTiming each 
other, lives she is no longer witnessing.
She thinks of  the rooms empty in her house that once held an entire 
family. She fills them now with imagined journeys she’s having with them 
and the rooms make space to hold her dreams by pushing the memories 
that usually fill them. Migrant children, orphaned parents. A warm, heavy 
ball forms just beneath her ribs as she thinks that she needs them away, she 
needs their help. A professional life stunted by forced three-day working 
weeks and below-living wages. The threat of  having to emigrate at 70. 
The guilt of  being dependant prickles her skin, taunted by the blush of  
her humiliation. A full working life, none of  that effort counting. One day, 
which feels it is getting increasingly sooner, she will have to leave. One 
day, she will have to lock her house and leave it to the dust and to the dull 
promise of  coming back when things get better. In the hollow bones of  an 
empty family house, in her internet, water and electricity free island, she, as 
everyone else, is waiting.
In the afternoon, those still here come to check on her. They run 
through the checklist as if  they don’t already know the answers: who has 
water, who has electricity, who has spoken to their kids abroad. They 
still poke the switches and check the faucets, the nervous validation an 
unmovable truth, of  winning time to digest it. 
The baby, the only of  its generation born here, provides them with 
something they still haven’t found a way to regulate, to administer, to 
control. Relief, joy, hope. She wins them over in a flash of  a mischievous 
smile. With her around, there is no shortage. 
They show her their phones, proving to her that her kids have been 
pendiente. That they have checked on her. She’s known this, but their photos 
and messages still fill her. When they all go home, well before it’s dark, 
she sits on a bench overlooking the mountains that wrap around the city. 
She thinks of  the woman from her office. She’s heard she’s gone, taken 
her boy, the little girl and the baby and left for Medellín. She imagines the 
baby on the woman’s back as she walks up the mountains. She sends them 
a blessing.
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A woman can be a wilderness: a dark sea with the
uproar of  tides, penumbra of  the moon, moss and
lichen carpeting a forest that appears to be still at
first sight. I salt the aubergine, spice it with turmeric,
red chilli powder, coriander powder, and salt. I keep
it out to marinate for an hour like you did when rain
was a memorial of  blue light at dusk. The marigolds,
dandelions, miniature roses, and basil remain dewed
with bent stalks. Such is the aftermath of  a rainstorm
igniting fog into invisible highways. When you died,
they took you in an ambulance. I’m unable to bear
loud, alarming noises since then, often returning to
the ocean with birdsong and boats from midnight till
golden dawn. I remember you praying with cupped
hands for long a time, blurring the luminous, liminal
lines between you and God. I want to kneel beside
you and say that a mother is an inheritance, a river
that makes more rivers. Ours is a tradition of  trees.
When light peers from the sky, we hold onto birds
like our hearts– a tangible thing to hold against the
smoggy skyline of  a city. A splintered hem of  land
separated by water. I want to recite the catalogues of
tree names I write in a notebook as an invocation for
your return. The onset of  summers are synonymous
with vast fields of  sugarcane– your movements like 
the head of  a sunflower, or the swift gliding of  a blue
and orange speckled butterfly. Silence is a molasses.
Nostalgia—etymology: late 18th century, from the
Greek nostos = return home + algos = pain. A sickness
that begins in the heart. The many mouthed seas that
beckon a vocabulary of  resurrection. The ascension of
tides and their remnant scents and misty lines. Sky
opening the earth into rain-rivulets with throats. We
dance after the violence cartography of  bone on bone.
Our dancing is a prayer for the forces we become: the
ritual of  colour, a faithful pilgrim, and songs of  trees.
Sneha Subramanian Kanta
Dear Mother, 
I was waiting for the day I could be alone
to return to that replica of  a vessel
and cry   for the ghost of  a woman
who sucked potatoes for water on the mast 
of  a ship holding   Canada as breath 
as map   curving as a drydock lit white
with vestiges of  the eight-minute late sun
I was waiting for her to tell me   the secret location 
of  this ache   a ticket to the rave   or the tuberose 
we stole together   the long-nosed worm in it    
a neat joint gone limp with Saturdays wasted
in the basement   I was waiting for her   the closest 
I’d get to a ship    my ancestors   this wood
teak   from the place I was born   but she sent me back
to the water   the bridge   the river
she sent me back   to the road with lion bones 
coolie bones   the green tomb of  a saint from the north
bismillah in the same breath   as Mackinnon    
Road   two centuries of  my ancestors   
on that ox-cart road   the same life that bought me
a ticket to see the boy from Nova Scotia who lives in Dublin
this same life   this stray nettle sieving the Liffey   a gaunt sun 
against all that pilgrim water.
Shazia Hafiz Ramji
Crying over the Liffey
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He came upon     an abandoned farm
near Montréal,
a SLOW sign warped 
around a tree trunk 
spoke and hub and axle
of  impacted vehicle
embedded in the letters so they said
US LOVE or U.S. LOVE, 
Vs. LOVE, or WW2 
He came back 
to paint the junk and overgrowth: 
moved around the prongs 
that made the letters up. 
Cubist-clever, planetary,
re-articulated 
SLOW
We look back      and re-arrange.
By repetition, permutation, see
in an abandoned farm near Montréal,
a tractor left to rust in Uist; 
hope that if  we can’t right
that boy-racer crash 
by spooling back
erasing the track 
to the moment preceding 
the veer on the bend at the reservoir, 
then at least we can save
some roadkill or a stricken seabird... 
Scores on rough ground    turn 
into route-maps to when
long-haired in knee-high grasses, 
we ran, receding
               speeded up  
Sign 
(after Fernand Léger)
Helen Boden
we don’t know how old grandma is
she stole a few extra years
in Toishan to work in Hong Kong,
an early birthday 
gift for a hungry house 
now her age is another secret
with no answer, like
what’s really 
in her delicious jellyfish sauce
and why have i never brought a boy home
my grandmother’s tongue bends
time, stretches the ye-
   ars like practiced hands
pulling pushing kneading dough
   into a shape agreeable 
to her memory
she’s been telling me
she’s ninety   proudly
for the last six years
she asks   again
when she will get to eat beng*,
if  I’ve met any
good men,
when she will have her cup of  cha
i wonder if  the truth 
would scald or soothe
i try to remember if  she’s 91 
or 92
i think of  the woman i love
and i say
‘soon, grandma. soon.’
Grace Lau
The Lies That Bind
*beng: short for hay beng, literally, ‘happiness cakes,’ which are traditional Chinese pastries 
that are gifted by the groom to the bride’s family
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1.
 As roosters run headless in the garden
—his knife clenched warm and red—
 
the grandfather whispers to the children:
‘Your heritage is intransigent slopes
 
at the end of  the sky, and ghosts
whose swollen feet carve paths of  exile
 
towards barren plains.
They hold burned branches in their hands—
 
every dusk they are aflame again and
every night they bloom.
 
Growing up is understanding the swallows’ nests
—the architecture of  abandonment.’
  
2.
 Sleeping parents: mythical sea creatures—
hunched backs ripple the night’s surface,
 
strange snouts silently exhale
before submerging to nameless depths again.
 
A playground: rusty swings weigh their losses,
a slide carries its own fragile frame,
 
and the bench where they first kissed
arches like a dolphin’s saltwashed ribcage.
 
Deflated buoys float around them
like meteorites that ran out of  fuel,
drowned in an oil spill—
cheap volleyballs swallowed by the tide.
Ioannis Kalkounos
Fragments from Children’s Age
3.
They save rain in empty
jam jars under their beds
 
until make-believe rafts
wreck up on new shores—
 
their future lovers’ names written
on the sand: unuttered and misspelled.
 
Toy swords feeding bonfires—
cardboard shields, water guns, slingshots:
 
the paraphernalia of  boyhood
exchanged for a first kiss in the dark,
 
and the white-flag moon will wane—
plastic arrows sticking from its back.
  
4.
The night train derails
and a hill of  stars spills on the tracks.
 
Villagers with shovels resting
on their shoulders silently admire
 
the trembling matter, and the station master
in distress scratches an empty sky—
 
his arms entangle, whiten, become moon.
Under a sycamore tree, an old cat
plays with her shadow and wins.
Behind the gates of  mute houses—
 
with black rocks in their pockets
and red knees, with improvised maps
and sketchbooks of  imaginary animals—
the children wait for the next train.
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instead of  having to say i’m falling apart because grief  is easier to rename, 
i spend my night awake & press my back to the dark damp wood of  my 
bed. there’d been black birds flitting above the crosshatched grass & a 
howl here so strong it shakes the pawpaw tree. i’m filled with the need to 
stay & i choose to stay this time for once with all my deep sins. the world 
tells me, i am a tree. i live in a spot on a train’s track that leads to nowhere. 
i touch myself—& at the next stop, i meet a girl who wears a stain—the 
stain on rubble like scarves around her neck. living can be an act of  loss. 
i don’t know how to define mercy. my mother is a map of  holes dressed 
in hooded vestment. my father is questioned for marriage fraud. my uncle 
dies from self-harm in a detention centre. my sister is a false minor—she 
wears white & became a shadow. my brother is a bird we return to the 
sky as smoke. it’s funny being here & a memory of  motion. i’m no one’s 
daughter—a child with a hole in her throat. how did i get here? & in my 
hands, a whisper—war. what every child knows but rarely discuss. violence 
is my country’s boyfriend. nothing else cuts the air quite like this movie 
of  blood blinking lively like popcorns along its numb scar. what leaves 
you half  dead? what strips the precluded fascination with flowers? what 
paints you in colors with the blunt edge of  a practiced tongue until gray 
appears on your earlobes like stoned cattle? i’ve lost track of  the times i 
have hope for something so simple & sweet to sip: jawbreakers. i confess i 
am a double ended wick & i carried it for justice & the wind.
Translation Book For A Child 
Between Countries
Ojo Taiye
This is what I was wearing: 
     a pink bra.
This is what I was wearing: 
     my mother’s fear of  the dark
     my aunt’s ankle birthmark
     my grandfather’s daddy issues
     my father’s impatience
     my grandmother’s limp 
     my mother’s anxiety.
This is what I was wearing: 
     black lacy panties. 
This is what I was wearing: 
     blood in the back of  my throat
     spinal fluid below my neck
     Nina Ricci behind my ear
     sweat on my kneecaps
     raindrops through my eyelashes
     blood around my wrists.
This is what I was wearing: 
     purple high heels.
This is what I was wearing: 
     darkness littered with streetlights
     cobblestones ground to dust
     leaves turning into mud 
     cars grunting down the street
     autumn turning into spring
     darkness following the wind.
This is what I was wearing:
     pink depression
     red anxiety
     purple suicidal ideation
This is what he was wearing:
Toni Velikova
There’s always something
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Her mouth is a diamond as she strokes mascara through lashes, careful, 
gentle, blinking until it’s smooth. She takes a black pencil and draws a line 
along the pink rim of  each eye. There’s music, downstairs, soft, and spread 
before her, a clutch of  potions, glass and plastic, oils and creams, pulsing 
under a string of  lights around the mirror like seeds from a fruit splayed 
inside out. Outside, washes of  blue light scanning the room through thin 
curtains like lasers and beyond, sirens, sirens. 
The blue is the same as the drink, gummy and sweet like candy, and 
the light from outside teases through and it spangles, hot Spanish heat on 
her wall, like memories. There’s a sticker on the bottom of  the glass, half  
scratched with nails, she can’t get it off, but she likes a glass, not a bottle, 
lots of  ice to the top like a cocktail, special, and the blue winds down her 
body then there’s a pleasure like acid, cool and then warm, and everything 
softens. 
Toes, nudging at the bars of  the heater, her heels cracked and red 
like scorched earth but her nails painted lilac, and she’s grateful, for the 
warmth, for this room, but also for the time, the day blurring away, and 
these chances, these infinite chances, displayed before her like the bright 
shelves in the supermarket. 
There’s a man on the radio talking to them from somewhere far away, 
a box suspended in the air, he’s excited, and it’s like the night is in the 
room, but she’s not finished, taking a round palette of  creamy bronze-pink, 
dabbing it across her cheeks, smoothing to a paste until it becomes skin. It 
smells like sugared biscuits and she loves that smell, makes her hungry, and 
she’ll have some tomorrow, a treat. She winds coils of  hair around a hot 
rod, there’s a scar in the desk where she leaves it, shiny and pink.
   She’s softened, since last time, and sequins leave tiny imprints where 
the top cuts into her flesh, but this is what she wears, her favourite. One 
escapes, from the top seam, and she tucks it back in, a secret. 
Standing by the window, easing into high shoes that make marks in 
the lino by the rug. She takes a finger and runs it around the rim of  the 
three jars on the sill, one by one, watches as the woman opposite draws 
the curtains, she’s wearing a smooth sheet of  fabric with sequins, too, and 
elaborate threads of  different colours and metals. She becomes a silhouette, 
and the light disappears. 
She takes the necklace from the top drawer and clicks it shut, touching 
the twisted metal once.
Untitled
Rosie Davies *
On the bus, smoothing a patch of  cold wet from the window so the lights 
blossom on the glass in watery splotches, she has a good feeling. Red, 
pulsing, a warning, then gold, green. The boys behind her open cans, 
jostling over a phone, and the one in the cap puts on a song and starts 
punching his arm in the air and she thinks of  summer, two years ago, 
leaning on a shoulder, hair stuck to her forehead, bright white blonde, the 
smell of  vinegar and they’re all going back to his. 
The spray from their can speckles the back of  her shoulders, they 
shout, sorry, sorry love, and she turns, smiles, don’t worry. Drinks from 
her bottle, sweet blue. The man opposite is looking at her, he has plastic 
bags on his lap and dark eyes, small and black like raisins, and she smiles, 
it’s OK. They’re good lads, harmless, she’s seen them before on the swings 
round the back, and they remind her of  her brothers, three of  them, over 
protective, all older now but she knows the fire would still be there. 
They follow her off  the bus, past the McDonalds, talking to her in the 
queue, saying what’s your name, should be a good night, and she says, yeah, 
hopefully. Paul’s on the door, saying evening love, and the girl on the desk 
stamps her hand, the music through the door coming like the distant thud 
of  a train, running underneath the city, and the door opens and she feels 
it filling her belly, warm and full, and then she’s excited, then she knows. 
Voices behind her with accents not from here, pressing against her as 
she moves to the bar, maybe students at the college, they come and go. 
The music rolls and sways and the girls are beautiful, she smells the amber 
of  their bare shoulders as she slides between them, vodka coke. The girl 
behind the bar has piercings that glitter in long red lights as she leans in 
to hear one of  the boys from the bus, the shy one, his lips next to her ear, 
studded with a small pink strawberry. 
Her mind is sugary, crystallised, maybe it’s the music, maybe she’s 
nervous, so she closes her eyes and everything feels better, just people in 
the dark, melting into each other, the shoulders of  a man pulsing behind 
her, in time, and she waits, open, then he’s behind her, the shy one, taking 
her hand and looking serious, pulling her out of  the crowd, trying to say 
something in her ear. Fingering the necklace round her throat. Is that 
your name. No. I don’t understand. It doesn’t matter. And they’re out for 
a cigarette in the cold wet, laughing just because, he’s not said anything 
funny, it’s his eyes, so serious, she wants to smooth his edges for him, past 
Paul and he says look after yourself, are you ok? But she can tell the good 
ones, you can feel the kindness in the way they put an arm round you, 
they’ve come out for a good time and they’re the same, sharing the city and 
falling into the night and asking where are you from, anyway, and what do 
you do? Grateful for the warm press of  flesh and not yet thinking of  the 
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flat morning light and the emptiness of  the day spreading ahead and the 
rain on the streets like sadness soaked into the pavement. And sometimes 
nothing happens but she wants to say thank you, anyway, to them all, as 
she walks away, and the girls too, sometimes, just for comfort, giggling 
into the night and then the rush of  pleasure like the shiver of  the wind 
through trees, blasting them both sideways, curled like a speech mark until 
the morning, unsure what to do. 
They climb five flights of  stairs, clattering and shushing, although his 
voice shatters on the tiled walls, a mosaic. They get to the top and the 
windows of  the flats in the distance look like stars, she points at them, he 
says what, what, she says nothing, nothing, are we going inside now? 
He puts on a song, hands her a short glass, and they dance in the front 
room, and time is theirs for the moulding, like putty, to be stretched out 
or cut short, and this is everything she has ever wanted as they sink into a 
mattress that smells of  body spray, coconut, cigarettes, the intricacies of  a 
life she doesn’t need to know.
In the morning, there is blood. A damp speckled rose like watercolour 
beneath her. It is her. She has come back, reborn through blood and love 
and will. She gets off  the bus next to the bridge, the sun an amphetamine 
buzz on her forehead, warming every part of  her. She buys butter, bacon, 
drops two shiny twenty pence coins into the cup of  the man who sits 
outside, it’s all she has, and he’s singing to himself  and he stops to say god 
bless you as she walks away. Good night was it. You have a nice day hen. 
It’s dark in the flat, stuck in the night, and she moves through, opening 
curtains. The music is still there, soft like a heartbeat, and she stands at 
her bedroom window and traces a circle around the jars, adds a little water 
from the jug. The boys opposite are playing in the street and she opens the 
window just a crack so she can hear their voices and the ball hitting off  
the walls. She’ll go out later and buy them sweets, pink strawberries in little 
bags like the girl in the bar, and they’ll take them from her silently, running 
away. 
In the shower, she steams it all away, resting her palms flat on her 
stomach, feeling the emptiness, the stirring curls of  hunger deep inside her. 
Angie comes round and they sit in the kitchen, eating bacon sandwiches. 
Angie is laughing about her night and the bacon tastes so good, hot and 
salty, and the ketchup is sweet, bright scarlet globs of  it dripping on to the 
plate, and the sun comes through the window as she licks it off  her finger. 
God, never again, Angie is saying, and she lights a cigarette and leans back 
in the chair as the smoke rises to the ceiling in beckoning twists. You’re 
quiet, Angie says. She smiles. Anyone I should know about. Yes. Maybe. 
Too soon to say.  
*
When Angie is gone she puts on pyjamas faded with washes and pulls the 
duvet to the couch. Sleep softens her vision, she can barely keep her eyes 
open, but she likes this show, it’s a shame when people have to lose but it’s 
great when they win, and she loves this part of  the day when the evening 
fades to purple and a sense of  something hangs over the city, over the 
towers in her window and everything is suspended until tomorrow. 
The music downstairs stops. She hears people leaving, heels on the 
stairs, voices and the slam of  the door. Then they’re in the street, shouting, 
laughing, then the slam of  a taxi and they’re away. She folds the duvet to 
make a nest and climbs in, leaning her face into its softness. It smells of  
washing, meadow fresh. She remembers being a child, then it’s gone. She 
waits for sleep.
She waits four weeks, long days beginning to speckle with the fizz of  
Christmas approaching and evenings of  television, then she lets herself  
look and she’s there, a grey line, and she thinks it’s funny that it’s the same 
sign for all of  them, no matter who is waiting at the other side.
In the shopping precinct, killing time, she buys some new pillowcases and 
a card, and when she gets home she places it in a drawer, underneath the 
towels, still in its plastic package, separated from the others. I loved you 
before I even knew you.
Her phone chirrups and whirrs when he texts, somehow he has found 
her, calling to her across the buildings and the houses and the train lines 
and the sirens, and she holds the phone to her chest for a second and shuts 
her eyes like a prayer then she deletes the messages, thinking of  Angie, of  
her laughing, saying god you’re so soft. Angie calls too, at first, but she is 
busy, unwell, and soon she stops. 
She goes to see her mum and she makes them cups of  tea with lots of  
milk and brings them through on a tray with two biscuits wrapped in red 
plastic. She unwraps one for her mum and hands it to her then she unwraps 
her own, eating the chocolate from the side, and her mum talks about her 
brothers and the children, the same thing over and over. There are picture 
frames above the fire, cousins, nieces, nephews, aunties, uncles. It’s warm 
in the room and she could fall asleep on this chair with her sleeping but 
her mum is tired and this is not her home, any more, not really, and she 
needs to go.
Through town, she steps carefully, watching for umbrellas on both sides 
and dips in the pavement below, slipping through the gaps between the 
wet bodies like silk. And the nights are drawing in, and the rain is coming 
down and making smears of  the lights and the faces and it’s dark but there 
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is light, in the windows and the buses and the cars and within everyone, 
and she holds it all inside her as they travel home. 
She sits in the takeaway with a hand over her stomach, watching the 
TV in the corner. The smell is an addiction, sweet and hot and straight to 
the veins. The man behind the counter knows her and he smiles and nods 
when he hands over the hot plastic bag because he can’t speak the same 
language but she likes it, it makes them the same, they’re all the same, they 
all come from the same place. 
At the garage they say congratulations, with kind eyes, and on Friday 
one of  them goes out and comes back with a packet of  six apple pies and 
a bottle of  sweet fizzy wine and she says no, thank you, and they laugh, oh 
yes. They give it to her to take home and they all leave early but she has 
nothing to do so she walks the long way back, by the canal, purple and 
orange, and for the first time she talks to her, says hello, says I can’t wait to 
meet you, then she laughs because she must look silly to the people walking 
their dogs and the children standing by their bikes. She calls her mum, her 
voice muted and distant on the phone, and after she hangs up she puts fish 
fingers in the oven and looks out of  the window as they cook, and her eyes 
are damp, not for any reason, not sad, just because sometimes she has so 
many memories.
Mandie arrives on a wave of  blood, on cushions of  thick, matted, black 
that slap against the sides of  the toilet bowl and onto the tiles as she 
empties in great churning hulks, her face red and damp, her hands around 
her swollen middle. Something inside her is rolling and swaying and she 
turns, suddenly, as clear, bitter liquid erupts from her throat, coming and 
coming until she is scorched inside. 
When the tides begin to ease, she takes her, in her hand, gently washing 
her under the tap, and when she is warm and dry she wraps her in a piece 
of  toilet tissue, then another, folding it on both sides like a parcel. She sits 
with her in the palm of  her hand until the light from the window fades and 
the room grows cold. Shouting, downstairs, Michael, his girlfriend, a name 
she can’t remember, and the buzzer going next door and someone in the 
stairwell.  When it is quiet she stands up and finds a cloth, then she sets 
her down on the toilet seat as she spritzes everything, lemon and bleach, 
until it smells like a hospital and everything’s white, in the bathroom, and 
it smells like before, it smells like Millie, Mollie, Maisie, but it’s not like 
before, she has no more jars, not this time, because now she knows that 
there is something rotten inside her, vicious and black and murderous, and 
she reads, at night, that it’s not her fault, but how could it not be, how it 
could not be when they all leave? Her thighs are glossy with blood, glossy 
like a film, and it won’t stop coming, this time, and maybe it won’t ever 
stop, but she doesn’t know what she has done wrong and she can’t tell 
anyone because what would they say?
She talks to her. It’s OK, she says, it’s OK, it’s OK. She finds the bottle 
of  vodka in the wardrobe and drinks from it until most of  it is gone. 
Then she finds her coat and puts it on, tying it around a stomach like 
jumbled nails pressing out of  a bag, and she puts Mandie in her pocket, and 
she wants to take the others, Millie, Mollie, Maisie, but they’re gone now, so 
young and so small, but they’re with her, in her mind and in her heart, and 
she’ll take them out into the city that made them, take them back where 
they belong. 
They go out past Michael’s door and the thick fragrant smell like incense 
and out into the night, past where the flats used to be, where Angie used to 
live, now it’s just a gap like a missing tooth. She cuts through and there are 
some benches and a circle of  grass in the middle, and she lies down and the 
streetlights are like candles above her as she takes her out and places her on 
her stomach, cupping her hand over so the cold wind does not blow her 
away and the foxes do not find her. She is burning, still, and she eases free 
from the coat so her skin is against the grass, cold wet, and she closes her 
eyes and waits to sink into the earth.
Later, there are voices, washes of  blue light scanning her like lasers and 
beyond, sirens, sirens. 
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I was grateful to Grace, whom I’d never met, for letting me flat-sit, and in 
my gratitude wanted desperately to like her, but so much made this difficult 
including the fact that she had chosen to live in this particular location.
I always watched from the window before leaving because I was aware 
that every morning a couple called Christian and Tom, and their flatmate, 
Eleanor, performed morbid calisthenics on the grounds of  the complex. 
They were there today, running around in huge incandescent green 
jackets. The jackets—which inflated like life-jackets depending on your 
temperature and were part of  a new fitness regime—made them look 
weightless as they wove around the overabundance of  zinc-clad concrete 
that gave shape and shell to the complex. 
Every so often they would stop running and do their aerobics, a warning 
semaphore from the land of  hale and vigorous. I had to remind myself  
that they did not actually know I was staying here. As far as I was aware 
they didn’t even know Grace, but it was still extremely unfortunate. 
I had been to one of  Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s dinners a couple of  
months ago. They lived, if  I remembered correctly, in the tallest building 
opposite. The flat was even larger than this one; a pale, vast and chairless 
cocoon. The lack of  chairs may well have been part of  the same fitness 
regime as the jackets, or it could have been a matter of  style, which was 
really the same: the taste for frugality that year had reached new heights. It 
was the Summer of  Self-deprivation. A period of  dramatically bland food 
and sham guilt. Endless exercise. Others began sporting actual sackcloth 
shirts, as if  practicing mortification of  the flesh. 
At Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s upright supper, we all stood around, 
plates in hand, no one daring to comment on the chairlessness or the 
food because, in this group, Christian & Tom + Eleanor were really quite 
fundamental and radical people. Then I dropped a half-moon plate of  
something lime-coloured onto their carpet. It had tasted like apple sauce, 
but also carpet (already). 
I had never known Christian & Tom + Ellie particularly well, but any 
number of  former friends and escaped-from associates might come to visit 
them and in doing so catch sight of  me, which would prove disastrous. 
From the foyer, I spied through the glass doors. They were out of  sight 
and must have just started a new circuit. I’d counted from above using the 
stopwatch on my phone and by the time they came back round the building 
Excerpt from LOTE
Shola von Reinhold I would be gone so I stepped out onto the plaza. 
Palm trees, or something like them, had recently been inserted 
throughout, serving only to punctuate the industrial unearthliness with 
the vegetal equivalent. The Wreath Complex was a large ring of  luxury 
flats marooned on the farthest transport zone which, after almost a decade 
of  no one choosing to live there, had been bought over and rebranded 
‘The Wreath’ in an attempt to counteract its out-and-out ghostliness. This 
rebirth had proven moderately successful, appealing to the likes of  Grace, 
not to mention Tom & Christian + Eleanor. 
There was, of  course, nothing novel about industrial luxury or the 
people who flocked to it, but this was pushing it as far as I was concerned. 
Surely the brainchild of  bullfaced psychogeographers. You sometimes saw 
such men on weekends, aspiring urban profits and arbiters of  grit, pacing 
about with pads, practically genuflecting every time they met the dull gleam 
of  The Wreath. They walked for hours to see it or stumbled upon it and 
thought it was the kind of  social housing that it had been intended for, 
prior to redevelopment. 
I had no need for Industriana, prefab, Brutalism, faux Gropiusstadts or 
anything conspicuously utilitarian because I still coughed up grit particles 
in my sleep and concrete fragments worked their way out my system by 
night. I was allergic, in a word, to the architecture of  my youth, which 
perpetually resurfaced, haunting me in ever more unnerving forms like 
this. (I had only just begun casting off  the sly aesthetic fascism that barred 
me from seeing any romance in the conditions of  my birth before been 
forced to see those conditions through their eyes.) 
It only took a week for the place to leave long-lasting effects on 
me. I noticed, since living there, all my personal adornments become 
exaggerated, possibly because at least passing through, I could catch sight 
of  myself  in the zinc and steel. A spectre, over-bedecked. I discovered, in 
that site of  anti-ornament, the depths of  my craving for the decorative. I 
was insatiable, panging for the kind of  adornment anathema to Christian 
& Tom + Eleanor and their kind, too reminiscent of  the trappings of  
their parents, though really nothing to do with them. They shivered at 
the prospect of  a cornice; gazed longingly at me, jealously even: Born 
absolved of  unshakeable bourgeoise signifiers, why one earth would she 
want to dabble with that shit, shit that looked like that shit, whether it was 
inherently bourgeoise or not? 
The mouth of  a pedestrian tunnel perpetually sighed into the midst of  
the usually empty plaza. Just as I approached, I heard voices behind me. 
‘Saaaaad-ie!’ 
‘Saaadie!’ 
‘Sadie!’ 
Bright green reflected in the steel of  a baluster. Somewhere behind me 
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were Tom & Christian + Eleanor. I tried to maintain a natural pace until 
I cleared the steps of  the tunnel and was sure I was out of  sight; I had to 
stop myself  vaulting over the barriers when I saw the train was already on 
the platform. 
Even as the doors shut and the train started pulling away, I had an 
image of  all three buffeting into the station, arms linked, swelling jackets 
lending them levitational force as they jumped on top of  the train, swung 
down and broke through the glass. 
‘Sadie!’ they would say. ‘Sadie! Sadie! Sadie! Sadie! And I would revert. 
From Mathilda to Morgana, Morgana to Mona, Mona to Temi, Temi to 
Sadie—but then I’d keep on unfurling, all the way to she who came first:
Chronology of  Unfurling
Life
199  (20 Jan.) (aka Mathilda) is born 
absolved of  unshakeable bourgeoise 
signifiers.
200  (July.) First Escape and basically 
through scamming in a not 
unfabulous manner, in various not 
unfabulous manners, chasing minute 
luxuries like elaborate cornices and 
champagne, alongside Malchi.
200 
20  Escapes and becomes Sadie
20  Escapes and becomes Temi
   
   Escapes and becomes Mona
20  Escapes and becomes Morgana
   August 1, 2:30 Becomes Gillian 
Featherstonehaugh
   August 1, 5pm Becomes Sarah 
Montmorency
Significant Historical 
and Cultural Events
Grace Jones drinks half  a bottle of  
champagne some twenty years prior 
to rapturous applause
Summer of  Self-Deprivation
Summer of  Self-Deprivation
Summer of  Self-Deprivation
Or something to this extent, I imagined.  
20  Escapes and becomes Mathilda 
20  (07 May, 13:13:03) Reverts to 
Sarah Montmorency  
   Reverts to Gillian Featherstonehaugh 
Reverts to Morgana
(13:13:05) Reverts to Mona,
(13:13:06) Reverts to Temi,
(13:13:07) Reverts to Sadie
(13:13:11) Reverts to 
(13:13:11) Reverts to
(13:13:12) Reverts to
(13:13:13) Reverts to She Who Came 
First
20  Full autobiographical collapse on the 
train, darling.
Summer of  Self-Deprivation
Summer of  Self-Deprivation
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Fleeing the Golden Land
we have become (these)
nomads
on other shores –
peace does not come                 for us
How is it, that somehow, we were able          to leave
home?   We could not linger anymore
When Arakan floats up—remembering—these eyes
              are mournful.
Oh these!—assortments and abundance of  fruits, such richness we have
discarded—on the path to these other shores
no one asks about us,
everywhere there is speech—but
no one speaks    (about us)
Oh mothers & sisters!
       Where can we go to achieve some peace?
Oh countrymen—(who calls like a flute)
       where can we go
            in search of  solace?
I wonder inside so many fragments
       my life(span)
            diminishes 
When Arakan floats up—remembering—these eyes
are mournful.
Anonymous
Mother Arakan
Translation of  Rohingya Folk Song
Sung by Jani Alam
Transcribed by Bilkis Akther 
Translated by Shehzar Doja
First published in: I am a Rohingya: Poetry from the Camps and beyond (Arc, 2019).
Co-Edited by James Byrne and Shehzar Doja.
SOME COME HERE TO READ AND WRITE/SOME COME HERE TO PEE AND SHITE
I COME HERE TO SCRATCH MY BALLS/AND READ THE WRITING ON THE WALLS
Uncle Jim had a car 
and when he pulled up to 
the close for the flitting, a 
scrum of  us pulled rank 
and hair to get in the back 
seat on top of  shoeboxes 
stuffed with papers and 
DO NOT LOSE things. 
So (of  course)
I sat on mum’s lap in the 
front.
Her tears tickled my head.  
Marie chases us along the 
street waving and
   we sail away faster than 
and clambers 
up the embankment to the bus stop.
The terrace spine curves 
towards the garden, where 
Mum is waving 
over the fence. She waves back. 
She doesn’t know a word for
how she feels.
The field rustles behind her.
Sunset draws the hills 
close enough almost 
to touch. 
Julie Laing 
Overspill
A804
A872
she runs
holding her
breath through the underpass
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Your lips curl into a faint smile that the JPEG will subtly hide
   oh the bleary eyes yours on screen and here are mine but
would JPEGs be the only memory where everything’s two-dimensional
   for silicon chips and neurones are always different imagine having
crossed the line regrets will run riot when speech loses semantics and 
   even imagination as rehearsal is impossible to abide by
Does sorrow follow syntax or isn’t it subject verb object all rolled into
   one does the future perfect make trial mourning morbid or
perhaps the will have been is required as dummy run but taking you to
   the crematorium will never be the same as taking you to the
airport with all the lacunae to fill from one to the other and no practice
   would be enough fifty years of  dark corners never illumined
Rough edges never smoothed all the shadows of  the could-have-beens and
   the shouldn’t-have-happeneds as regrets like forgotten arguments
are entirely beside the point Look this is a life this is why it can’t be
   otherwise stacks of  The Guardian stowed in a kitchen cupboard
you always complain that they’re yesterday’s even yesteryear’s paper
   This is so ridiculous whereas I imagine clumps of  hair on the pillow
being the first sign but the JPEG-head yields no secret of  what is to come
   would that I could find the answer as pixels contain no evidence
if  I were to wear a new face it’d be a crime I know the violin is to keep
   so is the cello Give away all my clothes the skirts the blouses
the tops and the few old dresses the reds the blues and the blacks the socks
   the scarves and the tattered coats but shall I keep the purple fleece
Shall I not wear it even if  it makes the heart flap like a wild bird trying
   to exit the chest Oh not to try oh no not to try it’s the trinkets
that are hard to mind memories of  memories misplaced yet lost and found
   from that day or this from this place or that from the other shore
or a far-flung trip but only shards of  experience fragmented and stalled 
   as the fingers lingering on things but not in any particular order
A Few of Everything*
(after Ian Patterson)
Chin Li
No signs of  significance just abandonment of  logic just a few of  everything
   oh no resentment is not to keep whereas scraps of  papers on desktop
in drawers magnet-held on fridge door all taken for granted as reminders
   from unremembered times about long-forgotten faces with
phone numbers that no longer exist pointing to a somewhere that has now
   become anywhere but the handwriting still strikes a chord 
It’s unmistakably yours even if  mistakes were have been will still be made
   Look this is a life it’s what it inevitably brings oh how not to think
about cooking for one making the announcement following advance directives
   working out sums Drink your tea it’s getting cold becomes an echo
with a deep frown and a deep history that can only ever be guessed at and
   there’ll always be doubts remember dust it’s what you get mad about
And spend a lifetime trying to wipe clean even though knowing it’s endless
   and cannot be done why not coin a phrase Dust you’ll always have 
but you’ll not always have me no not blasphemy just laconic vocals at worst
   irreverent shall we not remember the acoustic guitar painted above
an oak tree as if  floating off  mid-air straight from your surreal imaginings
   amongst all your canvases lying higgledy-piggledy here and there
Too many to count or to sort out we live our life in imagination and imagine
   our death everywhere as death is a great leveller a sudden sinkhole
an oxymoron of  meaningful meaninglessness while disappointments are
   unavoidable they go neither up nor down after all they are to be
swept away with tolerance as the morning mist is lifting and windows are 
   opened whence they’ll be gently dissolved by the midday sun
But if  ending is sensible we should go back to the beginning or if  starting
   at the finish would help let it frame all the should-have-beens and
let life run on the imperative mood but you will hear grammarians say
   use punctuation break the flow follow the grammar of  sorrow
and yet the what the where the when and the whither are difficult to suss out 
   for the duty is mine alone and so let there be light ipso facto
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The riverside footprints will have disappeared the Pentland trails will 
   go cold while shouts of  Dinner’s ready are no longer heard
they remain intransigent and faintly echoing in the speechless house where
   the absence of  nagging makes sorrow more fitful whereas
the soft hum of  life has left marks everywhere belatedly fulfilling promises
   of  presence of  habitation of  communion but time being mercilessly
indifferent will wipe away traces of  togetherness would you forgive me if  I
   falter if  I find your voice hard to remember and yes we should have
kept more diaries as old memories will get lost photographs discoloured and
   unread letters become sepia even though there are data in the virtual
universe you wonder what the point is for they aren’t alive merely digitised
   until our sleep is embraced by the eventual solitude of  the morning star
There will come a time when the waiting is done and the future perfect
   becomes the present continuous and when the fiery pathos ceases
so will the need to win and there is blessing in ignorance in keeping still
   in accepting what is and isn’t in being alone in not ever arriving in
knowing all in knowing there is nothing to know in wordlessness in saying
   sorry in the vacant dream in abstaining from thinking with a fearless
gaze at the vast darkness at the airless void at the emptiness of  courage at the
   folly of  history at the transience of  virtues at the untruth of  Woman
and Man at the absence of  God till the levelling of  everything till the
   fullness of  sighs till the cessation of  change notwithstanding
the disappearance of  meaning the return to naught to wandering
   hither and thither to the listening to silence.
*Inspired by Ian Patterson’s ‘The Plenty of  Nothing’ (The Forward Prize for Best Single Poem 
2017), accessible at www.forwardartsfoundation.org/poetry/the-plenty-of-nothing
I need my neighbour June’s company, so I stand at the kitchen sink and 
wait for the rain to start, as I know it will. My neighbour’s smudged figure 
appears through the heavy trickles of  water coursing down the window. 
June makes her way to her clothes line to retrieve her washing. I dash out, 
coatless, into the scourging wind on the pretext of  rescuing my own wet 
towels.
 ‘There’s just been a reporter on saying that this Prime Minister is the 
worst in history,’ calls out June, her wispy hair now flattened to her scalp.
 ‘Not surprised,’ I grit my teeth as I yank two rusty pegs from an old 
beach towel.
 ‘That dry spell didn’t last long. That’s me done. Coming in for a coffee, 
Suzanne? I’ll spin your clothes for you.’ June nods toward her back door.
Different ornaments, different pictures on the wall, different smell.
 ‘That would be lovely,’ I reply.
A feeling of  euphoria washes over me, followed by a surge of  guilt. Any 
decent carer would refuse the offer. But Mark won’t miss me for half  an 
hour. I only exist for him when I am in his line of  vision.
I follow June into her utility room, let my washing flop on top of  her 
overflowing laundry basket. She hands me a towel to dry myself  and I take 
a seat at her kitchen table without being asked, enjoying the blast of  heat 
from the Aga. June bustles about as I dry my face. 
The television transmits the news from the living room.
The Prime Minister has been accused of  punishing poorer regions that can’t afford 
to pay the new tax with the newly-harnessed weather system.
‘So corrupt!’ June shakes her head. ‘He doesn’t care about ruined crops 
and foundations of  buildings. Who voted that guy in? Edinburgh hasn’t 
got money for sweeteners and bribes like the richer regions down south. 
He’s ruining Scotland, no scruples at all.’
 ‘It’s awful.’ I agree.
The weather is no longer a mundane topic of  conversation. There has 
been driving rain for two weeks now. I miss my solitary walks up at the canal 
when Mark takes his nap. Surrounded by nature, I draw comfort from the 
tinkling bells of  courteous cyclists; the heavy pant of  tired joggers and the 
snatches of  private conversations between friends as they pass.
I love it there when it is sunny and the water sparkles like flash 
photography. I walk under overhanging hedges which creep over the 
Neelim Dundas
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bordering garden walls and inhale the sound of  unseen chirping sparrows.
Sometimes, I outrun the joggers, relishing being outdoors where I am 
free to move as much as I want. I am not restricted to taking two steps over 
to Mark to rearrange his blanket or five steps to the window to close it when 
he is cold. If  I leave him too long, he shuffles up to the window, unaware 
of  who he is looking for. I often return from my peaceful interlude to the 
sight of  his frightened and confused face peering out into the street. I try 
hard to master my emotions but sometimes I become tearful.
 ‘How is he today?’
June sits at the kitchen table opposite me.
 ‘Just the same… thanks for asking.’
Our eyes lock, and I register her sympathy. Abashed, she changes the 
subject and launches into an anecdote involving her oldest grandson. I enjoy 
hearing about other people’s lives. It allows me to forget what is happening 
within the confines of  my home. June’s friendship is invaluable. I love the 
lively gleam in her eye, her cheerfulness and positive energy. She is always 
unstinting in her praise of  me, calling me a saint and a good wife. I am 
neither, plagued as I am by disloyal thoughts of  running away. Sometimes, 
I want to grab a rucksack and head off. June might not understand. But 
then again, maybe she would.
 ‘We should go out for Afternoon tea, sometime,’ she suggests as I 
stand up from my seat.
 ‘That sounds lovely,’ I say. 
It is impossible for me to leave Mark for that length of  time but I 
appreciate the offer. Memories flash up of  Mark and I gorging on tray 
bakes in coffee shops, like unsupervised children. We didn’t know what 
was ahead of  us then. My husband still doesn’t know.
I say goodbye to my friend and dash across to my back door. I hear 
Mark’s voice as I go into the hall.
 ‘Cosy, cosy. Cosy, cosy.’
His word choice seems cruel. We have rising damp, things are far from 
comfortable. I sit in the sofa chair next to his until the chanting ends.
‘Did you have a wee nap?’ I ask.
‘I don’t know. Don’t think so,’ he says. 
My visit with June has energised me so I spring up from my seat and begin 
inspecting the ornaments on the window sill, turning them over in my hand 
like a prospector with his first find. The regional council has introduced a 
new initiative. Posters have appeared around town requesting donations of  
scrap metal and other valuables to help raise money for the weather tax. 
I wander into the kitchen and lift old aluminium saucepans out onto the 
Lino floor. I open another cupboard up top, reach for my grandmother’s 
fine crockery, so delicate that it requires careful handling. Will I get much 
for the set? The man in the antique shop is exacting and watches more 
antiques-related television programmes than I do. When the officials come 
round with their clipboards, I will have some items to contribute at least.
Mark continues to mutter in the living room. I envy him. He is oblivious 
to the driving rain, the state of  the house and my money worries. He never 
gets his feet wet, coming back from the shops. What saddens me the most 
is that he converses with me as if  I am a fellow passenger on the bus.
I march into the spare room, rake through cluttered drawers, trying to 
find something of  value. I come across a tattered cardboard box at the 
bottom of  the wardrobe and heave it out. My hands reach for Albert, a 
cuddly toy that Mark bought me when we became a couple. I stroke the 
bedraggled fur as if  it is a long lost pet.
‘What have you got there, Suzanne?’
My neck nearly snaps as I turn round and see Mark peering over my 
shoulder. My old friend is back in residence.
‘Ah, Albert. Nice to see him again!’ he exclaims.
I reach out and caress Mark’s chin.
‘Hello, my love. You haven’t called me Suzanne in quite some time.’
He pats me. We stay there for a few minutes, me kneeling on the carpet 
and him resting his hand on my head. I don’t want to move in case I lose 
him again. He picks up Albert, and we return to the living room together.
‘I ordered a bunch of  flowers for you and the teddy bear came with it, 
remember?’
‘Yes,’ I say, amused that he wants to jog my memory.
‘I love you, Mark.’
‘I love you more.’ His stock response.
A strange, tender sensation blossoms in my chest. I become overwhelmed 
and start to cry. He looks at me with a stranger’s eyes again.
‘Cosy, cosy, cosy, cosy, cosy.’
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For seven days and eight nights now it had been absolutely pissing it down. 
Seeing as Peter had left for a golf  trip, I busied myself  with looping reruns 
of  BBC period dramas. Peter had thought this sweet of  me. As if  my doing 
so was symptomatic of  a natural reverence for fictional bourgeois British 
history. I didn’t tell him it was primarily because I found the costumes and 
speech so funny. ‘Rather frightfully odd’ as a puckering, powdered madam 
might say. (I would, at this point in time, repeat mantra-like the phrase: 
‘It left us speechless, quite speechless I tell you, and we have not stopped 
talking about it since,’ popping my shoulders in time to the curves of  the 
accent.) The other reason I was so taken by these dramas was because 
they required very little energy. Since I came to the UK everything felt 
ever-sinking or cool, wet, and dark—like stone slabs in the dead of  night. 
I wanted to stay dry and afloat. 
I’d punctuate my TV marathons with attempts at cooking. It was 
relatively useless. Firstly, I lacked any sort of  culinary capability. Secondly, 
the ingredients I wanted were near impossible to find. It wasn’t as if  I could 
slip across to Dhini’s stall and buy some tempe. So on the third day of  rain 
I jumped on the C10 to Chinatown and scanned shelves of  things that I 
couldn’t afford. My daily allowance bought me a bag of  mango gummies 
and a ramune soda instead. On the way back I bumped into an elderly black 
woman in a bright yellow rain mac asking for bus stop directions. She’d 
walked towards me and me alone, over the disparate groups of  people that 
nattered close by. I was surprised she thought of  me as from there. 
When I wasn’t watching Emma Thompson giggle or squirm, or trying 
and failing to cook the meals I’d had at home, I would unpeel my clothes 
and examine myself  in the mirror. I looked at my shoulders—a gleaming 
brown—and the dimple on my left cheek. I pored over every wiry pube, 
smattering of  cellulite, crinkly dip, nasal crust and nipple goosebump. Then 
I looked around at the background; grey carpets, grey wall, grey skies. Then 
back again at my body. I’d do this a few more times as if  doing so would 
contextualise me, or could at least ground me in the time being.
It’s not that I ever hated Peter. But I never really loved him either. I 
met him in the corner of  a bar back in Jakarta. He was pink as a prawn 
and pot-bellied, with a bashfulness that unfurled on his face every time 
I ‘accidentally’ brushed his shoulder or elbow. I let him believe that my 
English was bad so that this bashfulness wouldn’t spin into rage. This 
AI Sakurajima
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would be the first of  many necessary lies. In his own way, I suppose, he was 
rather endearing. Like an old man sitting alone to eat McDonalds or a child 
cherishing a favoured toy. He huffed while he laughed and he wheezed 
while he smoked. I often felt like it was me that was protecting him. 
Het told me that he was an entrepreneur. That back in Britain he created 
state-of-the-art solar windows. That everyone from bloody Billy Connolly 
to Kiera Knightley wanted them. (I didn’t know who these people were 
at the time but from the way he stressed their names I assumed they were 
significant.) I suppose I should’ve realised he was lying but I was 19 and too 
young to admit that I could be naive. Peter did work with windows—that 
much was true—but he was just an installer. Another thing that Peter lied 
about was his living situation. A far cry from the gorgeous four bedroom 
Victorian villa in a leafy suburb, Peter lived in a studio flat in the city with 
a very freshly ex-ed girlfriend who slept on the living room floor the first 
month I arrived. She was nice enough, with curly custard hair and a creamy 
polo neck. Through Sally I learned of  words like chink and paki, both 
words I soon learned to grow tired of. She was also the same age as Peter, 
who was two and a half  decades older than me, so she treated me with the 
mixed emotions of  a disappointed step-mother, cursing me out under her 
breath whilst stroking my hair.
At our wedding my parents had begged for a loan so that I could have 
a lavish ceremony. I was their eldest child and, of  course, the first to be 
married, so all the stops had to be pulled. The wedding was a day-long 
affair, with everyone from the neighbouring blocks crowded on the tiny 
street where my old home sat. The smell of  sizzling nutmeg, lime and 
shallots filled the morning air. And as the day waned and sliced into peachy 
reds, we brought out deserts, sharing handfuls of  the finest roti buaya and 
coconut ice cream. Mango and guava trees still lined the pavement in those 
days, so clusters of  kids would swoop around with sticks to try and grab a 
fruit, high off  the sugary snacks in the spread. My aunt and uncle who lived 
next door had just had their roof  done up. It was a beautiful gleaming blue 
plastic. Hanging from this roof  was a banner they’d made to congratulate 
me.
 
Of  course, Peter didn’t have any relatives to walk down the street with, so 
we got my two great aunts and their brood to walk in their place. My mum 
fussed over me to no end, picking at my clothes and smearing saliva-wetted 
thumb and forefinger over my cheek to catch invisible crumbs. My father 
stood in the back somewhere, a deceptively still expression masking his 
face. I’d later find him in his usual squatting position against our flaking 
kitchen/living room/bedroom wall. He would ask me why I had to go all 
the way over there. I would’ve averted my eyes to watch the rats and roaches 
in the corner of  the room—they weren’t signs of  poverty to me back then, 
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just part of  the furniture—then replied with something relatively opaque, 
like ‘because I have to,’ or ‘it’s just the way it is.’ 
Occasionally when looking at myself  in the mirror, I moved from my 
position of  neutrality—from that feeling of  being neither here nor there—
to being absolutely and unequivocally there. The pallor of  my surroundings 
only made me seem brighter. And that brightness made it seem like I would 
have to fade. I thought of  the river that lined my kampung in Jakarta. Of  
the stories of  crocodiles and alligators that my gran had said once roamed 
the kali ciliwung before it had turned into a toxic ribbon. I thought of  the 
stalls two streets up and round the corner from this river, where they sold 
skewers of  roasted meat, flat cakes of  crisped rice and plastic cups of  pink 
milk with green jelly strings, lychee pearls and palm sugar syrup.
On the sixth day of  rain I got the C10 again to try and find somewhere 
I could find these things. I’d heard of  an Indonesian restaurant by the Thai 
supermarket and thought that maybe I could afford a bakwan or a lontong. 
I ducked down silver-brown alleys and through throngs of  people taking 
photos by tall, red arches. When I eventually found the place all the tables 
were full and many more were seated in what I presumed was a waiting 
lounge. The menu was much too expensive for me anyway. But I basked 
in the knowledge that there was someone like me here in this dull and 
dreary place. For a while I stood with hands and face pressed up against 
the window, backlit by the 9pm switching on of  street lights. How was it 
that in this place of  millions, I could feel so secluded? And how was it that, 
despite glass and crowds, I’d felt more at home than I had in months?
A few days after I went to meet Peter at the pub in the evening. It was late 
summer then so the sky was only just beginning to turn a sugary blue. The 
Cavern was small, with gold and red upholstery and a few tables outside. 
Very typical British pub I would’ve said on the phone to my parents. The 
type of  place you could imagine Mr. Bean going to. It was karaoke night—
Thursday—and already I could hear a muffled Dolly Parton number. I was 
excited to see Peter, not out of  love, but out of  the need for distraction. 
He was sat in the corner by the bar with seven or eight like-bodied, red-
cheeked men. Their caddies and clubs lay in another corner of  a room, 
sadly discarded. Each of  them had foaming pints of  assorted volumes 
in their hands while several more glasses sat empty on the side. From the 
way that half  of  them swayed and the other half  looked poised to fall off  
of  their stools, I could tell they were fucked. An old crooner sang Elvis 
classics until the landlord politely asked him to step down, and instead sang 
the James Blunt number that had been ruling the charts at the time.
 
As I walked into the pub I could feel the mens’ eyes on me. It was slightly 
different here than in Jakarta. Along with the entitled hunger was a curiosity, 
as if  I was a tiger at the zoo or a shiny, foreign car. Peter followed the mens’ 
gazes and turned around. He bellowed a huge guffaw and scooped me 
in with those large, ham-hock arms of  his. A man with salt and pepper 
hair and burst capillary veins all over his face tipped his glass at me and 
raised his eyebrows at Peter, gargling things I couldn’t understand but was 
surely meant to fluff  up Peter’s ego. Peter threw his head back, pissed 
and happy, and patted me on the head. A taller man, with sagging cheeks, 
silver-rimmed spectacles and a gut busting out of  his lilac shirt, asked me 
if  I was from mainland China or Hong Kong. Another man, this one the 
same height but more evenly stocky and bald, chastised the bespectacled 
man. He pointed out how I was ‘much darker with more tits and arse and 
infinitely more wild’ then proceeded to tell me how much he’d enjoyed his 
time in Thailand. Another of  the men elbowed the stocky, bald man in 
the ribs and called him a ‘nothing but a cocklover,’ which resulted in both 
dismay and frivolous uproar. The landlord/pub owner was getting to the 
last chorus, his voice becoming more of  a whining screech, the humour 
that he’d initially began the song with rapidly evolving into a plea. A sense 
of  quiet desperation hidden in loud wailing.
I hadn’t said a word by this point except for a few hellos and it seemed 
like Peter, who had half-stumbled onto the seats against the back wall, 
wouldn’t be saying anything either. He did try, though, to get up for the 
next song but this attempt lay mostly in a raised hand as the landlord/
owner dunted the microphone back into its stand. A short, stout man with 
yellowed fingertips asked if  I could sing as the rest of  them watched us. 
I shook my head. The man took this as a yes anyway and volunteered 
me. The rest of  the men guffawed in unison, waving their pints in blind 
bliss. I stayed put, much to the protests of  the veiny-faced man and the 
bespectacled man. Another one, this time with bluish teeth and sunken 
cheeks, got up instead, dedicating a song to me so that, as he put it, I would 
feel more at home. Slowly, badly, he began to sing a rendition of  Kung Fu 
Fighting. I could feel the men besides me discussing how Peter had ordered 
me online, where they could buy cheap tickets to the Southern hemisphere, 
how he’d told them that I surprised him in lingerie every Monday and 
made him fried rice and sweet and sour chicken every morning. I looked 
on at the wasted singing man and was reminded by his blonde-brown 
ringlets of  Sally, whose cheeks had always had the same soft sternness as 
my grandfather.
This is perhaps why, standing there in that pub, surrounded by that 
gaggle of  babbling men-sized boys, I shut my eyes and thought of  my 
grandfather. Before he died I spent every day after school round at his, 
helping him with the chickens and crushing garlic and galangal in his 
mortar and pestle. He told me tales about the witch by the toilet in the 
woods, of  how his friend had fallen into the sewage, how, as a boy, he 
could only eat a few slices of  cassava for breakfast, lunch and dinner and 
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sometimes, if  he was lucky, he could season it with a splash of  soy. He told 
me that I was his most beloved, his bintang kecil, and he’d boop me on the 
nose with his forefinger before surprising me with a neon grape fanta in a 
plastic bag. He was always blissful, still, like my own father. Even when he 
was close to death—the last days of  which I was too occupied with being 
sixteen and would always regret missing—he was calm. The only time I 
saw him otherwise was when he would talk about his time in Suriname, 
and the surrounding period under Dutch colonial rule. Never once looking 
at me, but always with a warm, gnarled hand over my own, he would tell 
me: ‘Ermina, we will never be as smart as the white man. We can never be 
as good as them. My bintang kecil, you are the most precious thing in the 
world to me. Do not forget that.’
The game started one afternoon in her bedroom. The rain fell in a flat, iron 
sheet outside and the static from the carpet made the hairs on my arms 
stick up. Snap, Monopoly and Mousetrap were all discarded on the floor. 
I yawned. Black spongey clouds grumbled past her window; ten storeys 
high. I was about to put on my yellow rain slicker and leave when she 
suddenly pulled at the waistband of  my skirt.
‘Hey, cut it out,’ I sniggered, wriggling away from her. She lunged 
forward and roughly yanked down my knickers.
‘Do you want to play a game,’ she asked, ‘a special type of  game? It 
won’t hurt, just tickle.’
I shook my head and tried to pull up my pants, they were gathered in a 
clump at my ankles. She twisted my wrist hard, making me yelp.
‘It’s fun,’ she sneered, some flecks of  spit on her chin, and I felt the 
blood hiss in my ears. She gripped my wrist harder.
‘Okay,’ I nodded, as she slid the skirt down past my knees.
But it wasn’t fun, and it did hurt.
I had a packed lunch of  cheese sandwiches and a carton of  orange juice. We 
sat silently across from each other in the dinner hall the next day. The room 
smelled damp and the windows were fogged up. She picked at pieces of  her 
sandwich without looking at me, kicking her legs listlessly under the seat. My 
mum had wrapped chocolate biscuits in kitchen towel, but I didn’t eat them.
The bell rang. I hung back and made my way to the bathroom. As I went 
to close the stall door, she shoved me in and locked it behind her.
‘Why are you ignoring me? You can’t tell,’ she shrieked, ‘you can’t ever 
tell.’
We heard the squeak of  the main bathroom door as it opened. She put 
her finger to my lips, slimy as a slug. 
I was pinned against the wall of  the cubicle. I heard someone outside 
walk across the concrete floor and the sound of  a lock click; pee gurgled in 
the bowl and echoed off  the tiled walls. I held my breath. It was then she 
put her hand in my pants and jammed her fingers inside me. I winced. My 
bladder felt heavy, like a filled balloon.
Afterward, she quietly slid the lock open and left without looking back. I 
heard her running down the corridor. Without moving, I breathed out loud 
and let the pee soak through my woollen tights and trickle down my legs.
Julie Rea
Gethsemane
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*
The next night, as I was setting the table for tea, mum walked over to 
me with something scrunched up in her hand.
‘Have a seat, love,’ she murmured, pulling out a chair.
‘Am I in trouble?’ I asked. I couldn’t see what she was holding.
She shook her head and sat down across from me. 
‘I found something when I was emptying the laundry basket.’ 
My heart flipped. I knew it wasn’t my stained tights, I’d balled them up 
and hidden them under a bush after class; the metal buckle on the strap of  
my shoes had cut into my feet the whole way home. She unfurled her hand 
to show me. It was my pants.
‘Anything you want to tell me?’
I shrugged, but there was a tiny hammer banging against my chest bone.
‘It’s okay,’ she smiled. She patted my hand, then stood up and put my 
underwear back in the laundry basket. ‘I started early too. I was only 11 
when it happened, same as you’ she grinned, ‘I just wish you’d told me.’
The chip fat sizzled and spattered in the pan, she turned the heat down 
on the cooker.
‘You’re getting so grown up,’ she sighed. Shakily, I finished laying the 
cutlery on the table. I didn’t eat much, just swirled my knife around in the 
red sauce. I was scared to open my mouth, worried that something black 
might come crawling out, screaming. As she cleared away the plates, I slid 
my fork under the tablecloth and stabbed the prongs into my thigh.
I gulped down the water. ‘Not so fast,’ whispered mum, ‘just sip.’ My 
pyjama top was soaked through. I had the nightmare again. She sat beside 
me and placed the flat of  her hand against my forehead. My feet hung over 
the edge of  the bed, the tips of  my toes were cold. I took another swig of  
water and handed her the glass.
‘You should try to get some sleep,’ she said. I laid down on the pillow, 
breathing heavily. ‘You’ve got shadows under your eyes,’ she murmured, 
pushing away strands of  hair that were stuck to the side of  my cheek. 
From a gap through the curtains I could see the moon balancing on my 
windowsill. I scrunched my eyes tight. 
The dream is always the same. It starts with me lying in my bed. 
Everything in my room is exactly where it always is—my Barbies are in 
the toybox, pink bookcase beside the door—but something feels wrong. 
I feel a nibble at my big toe, then pinching, like a claw, scraping under 
my nightgown and across my bellybutton. I throw the duvet cover off, 
thousands of  beetles, spiders, scorpions and woodlice are slithering 
underneath, like waves in a black sea. It always ends here. I always wake up, 
frantically brushing those invisible monsters off  my skin.
‘Mum,’ I whimpered, ‘can you stay with me until I fall asleep.’ I still had 
my eyes closed. I heard her slippers swishswishswish on the shag pile carpet 
as she walked back towards me, her slight weight sagging the bottom of  
the bed. I opened my eyes a crack, just to make sure that she was still there. 
I used my schoolbag as an overnight bag. It had my nightdress, slippers, 
toothbrush and a change of  clothes. I placed it on the wicker peacock chair 
in the corner of  her room. Mum waved goodbye. ‘Have fun. I’ll pick you 
up tomorrow.’ 
I hovered by the bed, still wearing my jacket. She didn’t look at me, just 
sat cross legged on the floor beside the window, tying and untying a piece 
of  string around her finger. I heard the elevator grumble and grind to a halt 
on the landing, then faintly heard my mum’s heels clicking on the concrete. 
The elevator doors juddered shut. 
Her mum popped her head around the door. ‘Dinner soon, how about 
fish fingers, peas and mash?’  We both nodded. ‘Good,’ she winked, and 
shut the door. 
‘You gonna take your jacket off?’ she rasped, thumbing a square of  
carpet.
I shook my head.
We sat not talking for the longest time, a game show blared from the 
TV in the living room. From her window, I saw a river in the distance, like a 
fat olive coloured snake coiled around the town. The window was smudged 
with her fingerprints.
I heard a muffled voice and then the front door shut. 
‘My mum,’ she cocked her head towards the hallway, ‘she goes to bingo.’
I sat down and noticed that she’d started to undress. She took her shoes 
and tee-shirt off, then unzipped her jeans.
‘What are you doing?’
She didn’t answer. She peeled off  her white vest and placed it with the 
rest of  her clothes piled in a small heap. She was wearing only her pants 
and a pair of  white ankle socks with a frill at the trim. She stared at me, 
unblinking.
‘You should take your jacket off  now,’ she croaked.
‘You’re quiet,’ said mum. She was cleaning the hamster’s cage in our 
kitchen. Newspapers were scattered all over the floor, her brown hair was 
tied up in a scrunchie. I was sitting on the work top. She looked over her 
shoulder at me. 
‘I’m fine,’ I mumbled. She stopped and turned around to really gawp 
at me. 
‘Are you sure?’
I looked away; I didn’t want to see her face. I didn’t want her to see 
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mine. ‘I’m fine,’ I snapped. I stared at my circus reflection in the kettle until 
she started cleaning the cage again.
We couldn’t find Pickle, my hamster. Mum pulled back the sofa, then 
checked behind the stairs and under the kitchen table. She stood, hands 
on hips, looking all around the room. We eventually found his hamster 
ball, it was in the front porch wedged between my school bag and mum’s 
yoga mat, but Pickle wasn’t in it. She squatted down and picked up the ball, 
examining it from every angle. 
‘How the hell could he have opened this?’ She flapped the plastic latch 
back and forth, the small door dangled open.
I flopped down onto the couch and started flicking through the 
channels. ‘How should I know?’ I muttered, staring at the TV.
She cut up small cubes of  apples and carrots and made a trail from the 
living room into the kitchen. ‘This should do the trick,’ She was standing 
on the rug in front of  me. I bummed along the sofa so I could see the 
cartoon I was watching—a cat in a nurse’s uniform was washing a dog in a 
bathtub, the dog’s fur was hanging over a towel rail, the cat pulled the dog’s 
eyelid up and checked his bloodshot eyes; people were watching through a 
window. The dog looked embarrassed.
My mum eventually found Pickle; I heard her scream from upstairs. His 
small, stiff  body was wrapped in the plastic bag that I’d shoved under my 
mattress.
‘Be a Buddy, not a Bully,’ I stared at the poster tacked on the wall behind 
her head. ‘How to be a BEST Friend!’ The edges of  the posters had started 
to curl at the corners. 
‘Did you hear what Mrs Keeler asked you sweetheart?’ said mum. We 
were sitting in the headmistress’ office. I could hear the kids squealing and 
laughing outside in the playground. I sat on my hands and stared at the 
brown carpet with orange swirls.
‘It’s okay,’ said Mrs Keeler, writing something down on a notepad. ‘I 
only asked if  you had any friends? Anyone you can play with?’ I glanced 
across to mum, she twisted a hankie around her hand. ‘Not really, no,’ she 
said. Mrs Keeler tapped the pen against her chin, staring evenly at us both. 
‘She used to have a friend,’ mum went on,’ a girl in her class…Kim.’ 
The bell rang, a loud clang, that made me jump. The playground fell silent.
‘Well,’ gushed Mrs Keeler, ‘I think that maybe you and Kim should 
make up?’ She leaned across the table towards me. ‘A friend makes us 
happy, instead of  feeling sad.’ She was talking to me but looking at mum.
‘That sounds like a great idea,’ mum nodded enthusiastically, ‘doesn’t 
that sound like a great idea?’ They both turned to me. Mum balanced on 
the edge of  the plastic chair, picking at the corner of  her thumbnail. I 
stared at the ‘How to be a Friend’ poster—a picture of  two blonde girls 
grinning, holding flowers, words in the clouds above them ‘Show you care, 
Respect each other, Say you’re sorry.’ 
‘Okay,’ I mumbled. My throat tasted frothy and black when I swallowed, 
‘I’ll do it.’
Mum leaned over and hugged me, I could feel her ribs through her 
blouse. I didn’t hug back, just stared out the window, pinching the skin on 
the palm of  my hand.
I sat in the car as Mum scraped a credit card across the windscreen. I 
watched her through little patches of  glass where ice used to be. My breath 
came out in white clouds. Mum wiped the edge of  the card on her jeans and 
got into the car, rubbing her hands together. The heaters blasted out cold 
air. She turned the knob all the way up. I gazed at the sky; my hands shoved 
underneath my thighs. The sun looked so faint it was almost transparent; 
the ringing in my head felt like a hot tuning fork and the clouds drifted like 
parachute sails. Everything was white, I felt like a ghost. ‘We’re a bit early,’ 
she said, ‘why don’t we go the long way there?’ I slumped down further in 
my seat.
We drove through quiet streets, wine coloured trees lined on either side 
of  the pavements. The trees were bare and gnarly; like old men stooped 
over, praying. I thought I saw a clown mask swinging from one of  the thin 
branches. I jolted upright, but as we got closer, I saw that it was just a white 
plastic bag, tangled. ‘What is it?’ she asked, alarmed, ‘what did you see?’ 
‘Nothing,’ I sank back into the seat. The radio station was sketchy and 
soon it was just fuzzy static. Mum cut it off. ‘Piece of  junk,’ she grumbled, 
rolling the window down an inch and lighting up a cigarette. 
The tower block was at the top of  a hill. Our car heaved and coughed 
its way up the steep slope. We parked in a spot right beside the entrance, 
mum rolled her window up. ‘Let’s go daddy-o,’ she grinned, pinching my 
side. 
In the elevator, I didn’t speak, just held grimly onto the strap of  my 
schoolbag clutched tight in front of  me. We arrived at the tenth floor and 
she chapped the door. ‘Have a good time,’ she whispered. I squashed my 
face into the curve of  her shoulder. 
‘Hey, what’s this?’ She crouched down and cupped my face, but I 
couldn’t look at her. ‘Have fun, okay, please, please?’ she pleaded, and gave 
me a quick, dry kiss on my forehead. I covered my face with my hands 
until the door opened, then I stumbled inside; schoolbag dragging limply 
behind me.
Kim was sitting on her candy-striped bedsheets, legs pinned underneath, 
reading a magazine. I put my schoolbag down beside her bedside cabinet—
she’d drawn love hearts in biro on the corners of  all the drawers—and I sat 
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on the edge of  the bed. 
‘I got told I’m meant to be your friend,’ she snorted, without looking 
up from the page. ‘Well?’ she said, when I didn’t answer. She chucked the 
magazine at me. I leapt up. 
‘Leave me alone Kim,’ I shouted. I was trembling. She gingerly backed 
away from me. I kept screaming it in her face. Her bedroom door flew 
open.
‘What the hell is going on in here?’ It was her dad. His eyes were rimmed 
pink, as though he’d been asleep and just woken up. ‘Little girls shouldn’t 
fight, okay?.’ He circled his fingers around her wrist then placed his thumb 
on the bone of  mine and pulled us closer together. ‘Come on then, shake 
on it,’ he said. We rigidly touched fingertips. ‘Good.’ Kim’s face was blank 
as she glanced at him from the corner of  her eye. He gave a tight nod. She 
bent forward, still watching him, and placed a small kiss on my cheek. 
‘Now,’ he growled, ‘that’s better. Play together like good little girls.’ He 
flicked his tongue out and in. I watched as Kim slid past me and stood 
behind the curtain, her bunny slippers sticking out underneath. I thought 
I heard her sobbing, but it was muffled, as though she had her fist in her 
mouth. 
‘Well,’ he clapped his hands together and looked me up and down, ‘I 
think Kim has just had a great idea. Let’s play hide and seek.’
He grinned; his teeth were small and grey, like bullets. My mouth gaped 
open as he started to unbutton his shirt. If  Mum was here, I thought, she’d 
have told me to close it ‘or else I’d catch flies.’ 
‘We’re all friends here.’ He dropped the shirt onto the floor. His bare 
chest looked waxy, a large bruise covered one half  of  his pale ribs, wiry 
black hairs glued around his brown nipples. It felt like an oily rag was being 
slowly jammed down my throat.
‘Why are you crying?’ he asked, unbuckling his brown belt with stained 
yellow fingertips.
‘My hamster died,’ I sobbed. ‘I’m sad and I miss him. Can you call my 
mum now, I think I want to go home?’ His belt was coiled like a cobra 
beside him. I heard Kim howl from behind the curtain. 
He undid the zipper and kicked his trousers off. ‘Spoilsport,’ he laughed. 
‘We’re going to play a game, remember?’ I nodded. He smelled bad, like 
sweat and meat and tobacco. He pulled off  his holey socks.
‘Go on then,’ he sneered. 
‘Hide’
1. a platonic interaction with non-perishable goods
let it matter what we call a thing
              –Solmaz Sharif
yesterday i accidentally witnessed the plurality 
of  my identity at tesco      right there 
all of  a sudden      in between a shelf  of  two-for-one baked beans
& other fast moving consumer goods 
i had actually only entered to have a quick nose
my daily perusal     through the price reduction bin
the place where i always like to go
to witness some humanity      where 
the most solidarity in the world occurs
all the other prideless & dignified bargain hunters
digging through      day old jelly donuts from the deli counter
questionably congealed macaroni salads
& bruised fruits      saying  i’ve still got a little love left to give
on my way to the checkout is when it happened
nothing special     really
my foggy reflection in a sliding freezer door
some tabloids that made me consider dressing
the body politic in drag     the androgynous 
& omnipresent voice of  the internet      the body after all 
is ninety percent soup       that’s it anyways
so stepping up to the counter to pay
i put my beans in the basket
and the cashier said that’ll be 99p
and i said why can’t we just call it what it is man
and he said what           do you mean
then i pointed down at the price          & pinching
the queen’s crown between my fingers
i looked at him     bewildered     and said 
i can’t believe how
i never considered the absurdity in any of  this
it’s like       i was never even looking
from If Anybody Asks—You 
Never Saw Me
J Taylor Bell
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that  falling,  pink  blur  primed  you
for  the  culminating  dive  into  the  light –
an  unwarranted  misbehaviour  of  
heart  fluttering  in  misplaced  symphony.
stumbling  over  refrain  with 
blue  abyss  of   skies  melting  into  the
cyanotic  blues  of   hospital  walls,  surgical  caps  and  your  miscarried
daughter’s  nursery.
denied  the  certainty  of  
a  systole  which  refuses  to  delay  its  diastole.
so,
extract
your  heart  out
nail  it  to  the  scaffolding  for  the  world
to  see.
for  you’ve  danced  in  the  operation  theatre  & 
have  seen  what  the  heart  can  do
the  ways  it  can  fail
from  the  snapping  of   ribs
            to  the  clutter  of   an  unborn  child’s  cribs
from  the  untimeliness  of   life
            to  the  tardiness  of   beating.
glug  morphine,
     tend  to  exes;  give
yourself   a  lobotomy  &
     arrange  skeletons  in  her  closets. 
unsceptred  chambers,
     muscles  like  hung  clouds
&  masked  heads
i  hear 
they  call  it  a  broken  heart
Neha Maqsood
The pink black-out
loosely  steeping  fingers  into  the  seams  of   the
Empire  which  presumes  colours  don’t  exist  as  Diaspora 
glazes  over.
they  say  things  like  this  don’t  happen  anymore
proceeding  to
stunt  masses  with  a  colossal  Brexit
                tranquilization  with  a  ‘sorry’  here  and  a 
‘cheers’  there;  covetously  steadying  the  pearls  studding  our  necks,  
but
the  weathers  finally  good  today,  you  see?
                the  suns  come  out! 
they
say  that  nothing  happens  like  this  anymore,  but  the  Diaspora
knows  it  does.
a  game  of   endurance, 
only  the  whitest  colour  wins.  black,  brown,  yellow,
strike,  you’re
out. 
Neha Maqsood
Of Colonisation & Polite Hellos
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[ga]
with lines from Frank O’Hara’s ‘Homosexuality’
      ‘lifts her [Black] heels, it’s a…
      beautiful day, I…,’ squatted for heat
      & wages / harmonics
      ‘to be wanted more than anything’
      in the creopole, we
               dragged
      up centuries, illegible
                in the next day’s neglect
                out of  body, agent or sub
                /ject, down / to the bone 
[gb]
      detached formulaic
      our
        saturate eyes
               chroma
      -tic , brittle  , split, flaked w/out
                    re/source under flesh &
                    fur loafen distorted rest
                    specs give out from yur undermine
           stead tailspun under disoppor
            tune, mis/hear & box, shop
              / collect fresh token(s)
Nat Raha 
from [9x9]/apparitions
[gc]
after Alberta Whittle’s ‘between a whisper and a cry’
what reverie invites: possi
-ble skins~~ 
         we connect
lilting into ear, psyche ; they
enter the gallery  , the frame
known bitter to lash & languidi
-ty left in prospect, the camera
what eyes hem toward your
black flesh excess from the cen-
tre rise in the halls of  it.
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listen
this heave blue wails
     & the wailing turns
           into a poem you speak 
the language of  water & tell them a tale
     of  disguising a self  what 
           you are truly about
be careful
when unwrap the conceit of  my despair 
like a child
you invite them in a good dream of  yours
tell them how heat can fizz & quench thirsty
     clouds 
           carelessly you are tired 
           of  misunderstandings 
of  a free will
& resign yourself  from their defined cosmos
tell others below this blue surface is ice hot
& do not try to find granites underneath 
     my tentacle nails
with my blood dampening your shadows & you 
need not to flow through the earth you once loved
     to nourish other being 
     to realise your fingerprints your limbs & your face
         into fossils for consumption
Jinhao Xie 
Blue Medusa
After Mary Oliver
carry on & hold 
     onto the tender stems of  my tentacles 
flirting with crevices of  ocean’s eye folds
be sure that one day you will 
     grow strong enough to endure thunder 
         & soft enough to deter pounder
you can finally
     be 
         this majestic
tell them if  survival 
     is not the ultimate rebellion 
what is
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i will never get over 2012
sweaty in a broken computer chair
scrolling endlessly falling in love 
passively yearning for a boy
who existed on a loop 
and changing the tab
a carousel with a couple alone
endured in each video i’d watch
i wanted to be on it
the ride would go 
on and on and on and 
the lights would dim 
the screen would desaturate 
and i’d know what happened next
things that no one could know
the characters in films would kill each other
voices were Sofia Coppola blonde
always too innocent, their main trait 
being beautiful and about to die
existing like vapour
pictures far away 
were cultural bookmarks
designer clothes 
the Badlands of  Montana
celebrities hanging out
experimentation that didn’t come 
naturally to anyone except a few
Anjeli Caderamanpulle
whitewashed montage
i’d wish i was dead a lot of  the time
it was quite unrealistic
it was painful and that’s why it’s unrealistic
in a way i felt i was curating
high art to be able to touch 
these things and put them in an order
that made sense to me and
feel everything everywhere
always 
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Reviews
Celestial Bodies centres on the 
perspectives of  three sisters and 
their extended circles. It begins with 
Mayya, the eldest, facing a marriage 
proposal from a man she does not 
love. The middle child, Asma, deeply 
dedicated to her education, marries 
willingly and welcomes the prospect 
of  motherhood. The youngest, 
Khawla, refuses to marry until her 
estranged cousin, whom she was 
promised to, returns from Canada.
If  we are to imagine the three 
sisters and Abdallah as the novel’s 
roots – the perspectives upon which 
the novel’s main momentum is 
drawn, upon which the novel grows 
– perhaps more fascinating then 
are its branches. Memories blend 
together and lose their distinction. 
As further is unravelled about the 
lives of  the fictional Al-Awafi’s 
people, we witness how the fabric of  
daily village life changes beyond the 
characters’ imagination. 
Alharthi utilises a wide array of  
third-person accounts to structure 
her text with the exception of  
Abdallah, Mayya’s husband. The son 
of  a slave trader, he speaks in the first 
person, and through his chapters, 
we are led, almost intrusively, into 
the psyche of  a complicit man – 
whose upbringing and societal status 
depend upon the oppression of  
others, particularly his father’s slave 
Zarifa. Now liberated, she questions 
her purpose, having internalized 
decades of  generational trauma. 
Born on the day the League of  
Nations officially outlawed slavery 
in 1926, Zarifa becomes the novel’s 
leading perspective into Oman’s 
slave trade, itself  outlawed in 1970. 
Originally in Arabic, translated 
by Marilyn Booth, Celestial Bodies 
was published as Sayyidat al-Qamar, 
or Ladies of  the Moon. Shifting 
the title’s focus seems to me a loss, 
if  not an injustice to one of  the 
novel’s most interesting characters. 
Through Najiya, known as Qamar 
or, in English, the Moon, Alharthi 
portrays an attempt to liberate 
feminine desire, though not without 
consequence. 
In a society dependent upon its 
repression, Qamar’s unapologetic 
yearning for Azzan, Mayya’s father, 
exists outside of  the patriarchal 
violence of  both Bedouin and 
village society. “Her desire was to 
be his lover and she was, and she 
didn’t want anything else,”  writes 
Alharthi. “When the Moon longs 
for something, the Moon gets her 
desire.”
Celestial Bodies brings together 
decades of  personal and familial 
histories, weaving them together 
with glimpses of  magic, poetry, and 
skill. Alharthi manages to create a 
world equally familiar and strange 
with its effortless exploration of  
time, intimacy, and the day-to-day 
runnings of  Omani village life. 
Zein Sa’dedin
Satellites of Love
Celestial Bodies
Jokha Alharthi
Sandstone Press Throughout The Sea Cloak, a collection of  translated short stories, 
Nayrouz Qarmout challenges aged 
perceptions of  life in Palestine. 
Qarmout, a journalist and social 
activist who’s currently working in 
the Ministry of  Women’s Affairs 
in Gaza, guides the reader through 
the territory’s landscapes without 
rendering them exotic. ‘Gaza’s 
coastline is not clean. Everything is 
scattered about in disarray. The sand 
is littered with rubbish and tents dot 
the beach like bales of  hay, where 
dreaming souls shelter, conversing 
with their most intimate imaginings.’ 
The reader is immersed in ‘The 
Anklet of  Maioumas’, but is kept at 
a distance in ‘Our Milk’. Both deal 
with visceral descriptions of  conflict, 
death and destruction, but Qarmout 
never glamourizes violence, doesn’t 
exploit her characters’ suffering for 
a sense of  tragedy. 
Family plays a strong role 
throughout the collection, both 
positive and negative. The 
protagonist of  ‘The Sea Cloak’ 
experiences life in the camps, 
and the titular short story begins: 
‘Once again, she retreated into the 
past, to a sprawling camp buzzing 
with children playing marbles and 
forming teams for a game of  “Jews 
and Arabs.”’ The reader is given a 
snow-globe, so the playfulness of  
the children feels fantastical, just as 
the implied dichotomy of  ‘Jews and 
Arabs’ remains a very real separation 
that the characters feel in their lives. 
Her brother punches a boy who 
compliments her butterfly hairclip 
and calls her ‘a “hussy”, a word she 
did not understand.’ When Qamar 
is late for a class Mr. Ibrahim tells 
her, ‘“You know, on judgement day, 
you’ll hang from that braid of  yours? 
Not to mention smoulder in the 
fires of  hell for leaving it exposed? 
Your voice should be put to better 
use, like reciting the holy Qur’an.”’ 
This frankness is not just relegated 
to memories and hindsight. In ‘The 
Long Braid,’ Qamar recalls her 
music lessons, ‘“Open your mouth 
wider, Qamar. All the way. Don’t 
be embarrassed by the way it looks. 
The most important thing is for 
your voice to be heard.”’ Here, the 
translation of  Perween Richards 
must be acknowledged. There are no 
clunky translations of  terms used in 
the Arabic vernacular. The publisher, 
Comma Press, has always managed 
to tie writers with translators who 
give life to the language. English is 
more than the vehicle through which 
these stories are told. 
Harmony within chaos is a 
recurring theme in this collection. 
In the ultimate form of  defiance, 
Qarmout’s characters rebel against 
the roles they’re expected to fill. 
They hurt as much as they are hurt. 
Still, they manage to transcend 
boundaries by existing as more 
than people under occupation, 
their voices echoing through this 
collection thanks to Qarmout’s 
impactful storytelling.
Mohamed Tons
Hidden Harmony
The Sea Cloak
Nayrouz Qarmout
Comma Press
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‘Be the bricks, be the sand.
Be the river, be the ocean.
Remember your life is not a movie.
Accept you
will be coming out for your whole life.’
The Black Flamingo, poet Dean 
Atta’s stunning debut novel, is a 
mixed-media masterpiece about 
coming out, coming of  age, and 
coming to terms with yourself. With 
illustrations by Anshika Khullar, 
Atta tells the story of  Michael, a boy 
growing up in London in the present 
day. Through a scrapbook of  free 
verse, individual poems, texts, and 
illustrations, Michael recounts the 
story of  his life from his birth to 
his debut as a drag performer at 
university. Michael is born in 1999 
to a Greek mother and a Jamaican 
father. Though his father leaves 
when he is a baby, Michael retains 
a connection with his extended 
Jamaican family. 
Throughout the novel, Michael 
grapples with mixedness—what 
it means to be all of  two things, 
rather than two halves. Michael’s 
relationship with his best friend, 
Daisy, is fraught with discoveries—
that mixedness does not mean the 
same thing to everyone, that being 
gay means coming out, taking risks 
your whole life. Through family 
vacations, sleepovers, and nights 
out, Michael and Daisy eventually 
have a falling out, and Michael finds 
himself  adrift. 
Michael leaves London for 
university in Brighton. Never feeling 
black enough, or Greek enough, 
or gay enough, Michael joins the 
drag society in pursuit of  a place to 
belong. 
‘I make up my mind, 
I’m going to do that,
whatever that is,
whatever that means.’
Atta’s narration of  Michael’s 
journey to becoming himself  is 
expertly, empathically structured to 
burn and soothe, shock and warm 
the reader. It is an ode to inner 
beauty, an instruction manual for 
self  love. The Black Flamingo is a 
coming-of-age novel reimagined for 
today’s teenagers and adults alike. 
Atta’s verse is imaginative and easy 
to follow. While the structure is 
fairly straightforward, the content is 
complex, sophisticated, and deeply 
emotional. It serves as a reminder 
that your voice, no matter how many 
times it has been silenced, can always 
be found again. Through Michael’s 
words, Atta’s voice comes through 
with gut-wrenching clarity. Queer 
people of  colour face violence, 
rejection, erasure—but Michael, a 
fictional teenager leaping off  of  the 
page with emotion and realism, finds 
strength in unbelonging. 
The book sends a crucial 
message—it is more than okay, it is 
superb to be you. You are perfect. 
You are beautiful. You belong. 
Rachel Chung
Live! Work! Poesy! 
The Black Flamingo 
Dean Atta
Hachette
A vibrant amalgamation of  poetic 
mythical feminine love, States of  
the Body takes the reader on a 
remarkable pathway comprising 
of  poetry, illustrations, and essays 
spanning experiences from the 
United Kingdom to India and all 
spaces between. Nisha Ramayya 
uses the lens of  her British-Indian 
heritage and diasporic identity 
to influence a book that is both 
original and compelling, her poetry 
underpinned by the etymology of  
Sanskrit and Tantric philosophy to 
develop an understanding of  the 
complexities of  interpersonal love, 
relationships, and identity. 
It opens with an ode to the 
first five of  the ten Mahavidya 
Goddesses, highlighting the 
fascinating story of  the creation of  
the Mahavidyas through the story 
of  Sati and Shiva: Satī concentrated 
her power on tapas, the religious 
austerity that sears mind and soul 
with purifying heat. But her tapas 
was so powerful that she lit a fire 
inside her body and burned to death 
from within. Satī’s hollow ash-filled 
corpse remained upright as a pillar 
to her father’s mistake: ‘You cannot 
live without performing sacrifice 
but I am the sacrifice.’
Here and elsewhere, Ramayya’s 
vivid prose rejuvenates old myths 
with contemporary resonance.
The book goes on to explore 
the linguistics of  Sanskrit and how 
the ancient language influences 
modern-day Hinduism. She also 
discusses how deeply she connects 
with the language, stating that ‘this 
language does things to me, this 
language that speaks you more than 
you know.’ This section is followed 
by notes on Tantra and its troubled 
history, with Ramayya countering 
its ‘slipping into mainstream South 
Asian and Western cultures’ with the 
assertion of  its ‘radical otherness’ 
as ‘India’s darkest, most irrational 
element’.
Chapter Three explores the ten 
states that love imprints on the 
body, among them joy of  the eyes, 
pensive reflection, indifference to 
external objects, fainting away and 
death.  It takes on the full spectrum 
of  life from joy to death and how 
Ramayya’s experience of  losing her 
grandmother questions and adds to 
the yearning of  her return to India. 
To conclude the book, Ramayya 
highlights the last five Mahavidyas 
goddesses, bringing the work of  the 
opening section to fulfilment. 
It is difficult not to like the 
author with her unpretentious 
style of  writing and ambition 
for incorporating a multitude of  
structural approaches. While this 
structural complexity may prove 
difficult to follow for some readers, 
States of  the Body Produced by 
Love remains a beautifully written 
exploration of  love from its place 
in mythicism to the full cycle we 
experience though birth and death. 
Etzali Hernández
Love & Mythicism
States of the Body 
Produced by Love
Nisha Ramayya
Ignota Books
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Juana Adcock’s English poetry debut 
is a tender exploration of  language 
and life in our contemporary world. 
Her ruminations on transculturalism, 
technology and late capitalism cast a 
poetic eye across modern schisms 
with ease and grace. Exporing these 
phenomena, Adcock’s experience as 
a linguist and translator allows her to 
spotlight the word with calm ferocity. 
Her experimentation with 
form lends itself  to her themes, 
multiplying potential readings 
through a variety of  structures. 
Take, for example, ‘Il Mago Guarda’. 
Stanzas are sequentially aligned left 
or right, carving a centred zig-zag 
of  blank page. As you read, your 
eyes move down and across until 
the zig-zag becomes a falling spiral, 
or a silent thread. 
This thread appears everywhere 
throughout Split, provoking a 
quiet dialogue within and between 
poems. It’s either referenced, like in 
‘The Serpent Dialogues’, or takes 
centre-stage, as in ‘Skirt of  Snakes’:
the statue
of  Coatlicue
wears a skirt of  woven snakes
a necklace of  human hearts and hands
her breasts heavy from gravidanza
 he clasp of  her belt a skull.
This quietness, representing unseen, 
ignored connections, speaks 
volumes. The threads in the hems 
of  your sleeves are easily forgotten, 
but in those threads are the lives of  
labourers. Adcock’s pauses then, can 
be read as deliberate testaments to 
the work of  these unsung everyday 
heroes, many of  whom are women 
of  colour—a demographic all too 
quickly silenced in anti-capitalist 
discourse. 
Silence also plays a key part 
in ‘Steller’s Use of  Verbs When 
Describing the Sea Cow, Hunted 
to Extinction within 27 Years of  
its Discovery by Europeans. De 
Bestiis Marinis, 1751’. A found 
poem composed almost exclusively 
of  verbs, omissions point to two of  
language’s almost paradoxical traits: 
incompetency and immediacy. No 
words can ever fully represent the 
extinction of  the sea cow, we get a 
feel for the intangible: the devastation 
caused by colonial pursuits.
Adcock is builder and seamstress. 
As she weaves together seemingly 
contradictory parts, she paves the 
foundations for a new language 
of  resistance. While anti-capitalist 
poetry formed from blunt statements 
and capital letters is necessary, it is 
refreshing to see the subject handled 
with sensitivity and lyricism. 
Adcock assumes her final role as 
magician, turning blank space into 
reflections of  the world around 
us. She redefines feminised labour 
as heroic and the mundane as 
extraordinary. Text is twirled into 
sound, image, brick and bridge. 
For anyone interested in a different 
take on work and word, Split is a 
necessary read. 
Triple Threat
Split
Juana Adcock
Blue Diode Press
Arianne Maki
The world has been hoodwinked by 
Aung San Suu Kyi, State Counsellor 
of  Burma. She has spoken of  her 
own oppression and performed 
‘acceptable victimhood’ for the West 
(and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
in 1991), yet has allowed the genocide 
of  the Rohingya to continue and 
escalate. In this important and 
urgent publication, we hear from 
some Rohingya poets and experience 
what John Kinsella describes in his 
introduction to the anthology as the 
‘Spirit and intactness of  their voice’.
‘Writing for Rohingya is activism,’ 
states Mayyu Ali, one of  the poets 
in the collection. This is evident 
throughout, with many of  the 
poems created during workshops 
facilitated by editors Shehzar Doja 
and John Byrne in the Rohingya 
camps (the largest refugee camps in 
the world). It’s poignant that most 
of  the poets have made the choice 
to write predominantly in English, 
with only a few pieces offered in 
translation. Most likely this is an 
effort to communicate to a wider 
audience but it is regretful not to see 
more efforts towards documenting 
a language and heritage that is being 
exterminated. Likewise regrettable 
is a gender imbalance. Byrne 
admits, ‘Although we had tried to 
Echo & Resound
I Am a Rohingya: 
Poetry from the Camps 
and Beyond
Ed. James Byrne 
& Shehzar Doja 
ARC Publications, 
involve female poets, the workshop 
participants were all male; no women 
would attend the workshops if  they 
involved men.’ This testifies to the 
difficulty of  the circumstances, but 
perhaps also points to the need for a 
more intersectional approach.
These shortcomings are not 
to detract from the many skilful, 
understated moments of  emotion in 
the book. In Maroon Moon’s poem 
‘Dad’, for example, multiple layers of  
grief  for the Rohingya are drawn: a 
child morns the loss of  a father, lost 
to his own grief  and trauma, whilst 
they both mourn the loss of  their 
culture, land and community, paying 
the price of  that loss with damaged 
kinship. Under the pen name Ro 
Pacifist, another poet writes that the 
only peace she ever experienced was 
in the womb, as now she awaits the 
world’s response:
Have mercy on me.
Give me the chance to restart this life,
to feel this world
like the womb of  my mother. 
It’s notable how many poets in the 
collection chose the pen name Ro 
and Pacifist. Ro is a communal word 
for the Rohingya, emphasising the 
importance of  identity to a people 
who have been ethnically cleansed.
Let it be known that the Rohingya 
people and their struggle is poetry 
and their voices deserve to be valued 
and known. This is a timely, valuable 
collection and the voices here need 
to be kept alive and amplified. May 
these poems echo and resound.
Raman Mundair
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